








Governance of global commodity chains: 
Case of Uruguayan beekeeping 





University of Helsinki 
Faculty of Agriculture and Forestry 
Department of Forest Sciences 
 
for the examination of Master of Science 
in Forest Economics and Marketing 
 





Tiedekunta/Osasto Fakultet/Sektion – Faculty 
Faculty of Agriculture and Forestry 
 
Laitos/Institution – Department 
Department of Forest Sciences 
Tekijä/Författare – Author 
Arttu Juhana Malkamäki 
 
Työn nimi/Arbetets titel – Title 
Governance of global commodity chains: Case of Uruguayan beekeeping and sustainable livelihoods 
 
Oppiaine/Läroämne – Subject 
Forest Economics and Marketing 
 
Työn laji/Arbetets art – Level 
Master’s thesis 
 
Aika/Datum – Month and year 
February 2015 
 
Sivumäärä/Sidoantal – Number of pages 
66 + Annexes 
Tiivistelmä/Referat – Abstract 
This thesis aims to assess the state and development of beekeeping in Uruguay. Uruguay exports more than 90% of 
its honey and supplies regularly to the demanding markets in the EU and the US. As marginalized actors in the global 
honey chain, the beekeepers' livelihoods are largely dependent on the shifts of globalization, predominantly on the 
patterns of global economy. Proliferation of voluntary certification schemes such as Fairtrade International and 
European Union Organic Farming have become evident features of these patterns. 
 
Adoption of voluntary certification schemes has impacted particularly the development trajectories of smallholders, 
which is why particular attention in this thesis was laid on them. It was, however, quickly understood the development 
is dependent on several factors on different levels. To conceptualize these levels, value chain governance and 
voluntary certification schemes in them were seen shaping the livelihood outcomes of the smallholders. Combining 
governance and horizontal livelihood approaches, which represents the main innovation of this thesis, was used to 
identify action points and upgrading strategies feasible for the beekeepers as actors engaged in the global honey 
chain. In addition, this thesis further highlights the context of beekeeping as a livelihood, honey as a commodity with 
certain features and market dynamics, as well as Uruguay as the main geographical scope. 
 
Research methods were qualitative. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in 2014 with four different respondent 
groups along the global honey chain: importers of honey in the EU; representatives of local institutions and export 
agencies in Uruguay; and the beekeepers themselves, which of some were organized in cooperatives. From the 
collected data, the development trajectories were analyzed deductively to identify the viable strategies to improve 
sustainable livelihood outcomes. 
 
Based on results, the global honey chain was found buyer-driven since the buyers bear the most powerful role. The 
structure replicates features of market and captive types of governance, suggesting there is a high degree of power 
asymmetry and coordination. Higher coordination, however, favors successful upgrading. By identifying the activities 
performed by actors in the chain, the action point was found in the production node due to the recent increase in 
activities. High costs of inputs and low margins throughout the chain were observed, particularly in the export node. 
Beekeepers' baseline conditions were determined as access to livelihood assets, which were found generally weak. 
State of the fundamental aspect of beekeeping, access to natural assets, was found alarming. The decreased floral 
resources in Uruguay are due to the rapid proliferation of changes in land use, accelerated by the main vulnerability 
causing shocks in production and with implications on prices: the climate variability. A key finding, however, was that 
the proliferation of Eucalyptus grandis in Uruguay has created a dependency by compensating the losses in production 
based on other flowerings. Furthermore, the emergence of pests has brought risk of losing colonies and increasing 
costs in treatment and prevention. 
 
Natural assets set the main constraint over sustainability of beekeeping in Uruguay, but possibilities to compensate 
smallholders was found among social assets, which clearly were not optimized at their current levels. This notion 
largely represents the main conclusion in this thesis: horizontal contractualization of the beekeepers through collective 
action is the only strategy with a reasonable balance between revenues and risks. In all other scenarios, the risks are 
likely to become unbearable, unless an external agent would be willing to guarantee the risks up to some point to 
initiate the process. Collective action was found as a precondition of vertical contractualization, which could include 
affiliation in voluntary certification schemes. Fairtrade International was predominantly found as a more attractive 
scheme, but could in this context benefit only a large cooperative with already good resources. Affiliation in a 
certification scheme, however, would not remove the main constraints faced by the sector in Uruguay, which are the 
decreasing production per hive and the costs running relatively faster than the prices received, resulting in a decreasing 
profitability. Whereas more beekeepers are excluded from the chain, the ones remaining practice beekeeping largely 
based on love and tradition. Future research is suggested to take a more sophisticated approach to cost-benefit 
analyses to support further decision-making on the level of the beekeepers, as well as on the level of policy-makers. 
In addition, prospective approaches to develop and assess the potential of systems such as payments for ecosystem 
services in the context of beekeeping are highly recommended. 
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Tiivistelmä/Referat – Abstract 
Työ pyrkii arvioimaan Uruguaylaisen mehiläishoidon kehitystä. Uruguay vie tuottamastaan hunajasta yli 90 % 
Euroopan unionin ja Yhdysvaltain vaativille markkinoille. Marginalisoituneina toimijoina globaalissa hunajaketjussa, 
mehiläishoitajien elinkeino on pitkälti riippuvaista globalisaation vivahteista, ennen kaikkea juuri globaalin talouden 
ilmiöistä. Vapaaehtoisten sertifiointiohjelmien, kuten Reilun Kaupan ja Euroopan Unionin Luomuviljelyn levittäytyminen 
on sopeutunut ilmeiseksi osaksi näitä ilmiöitä. 
 
Ohjelmissa mukanaolon on nähty vaikuttavan erityisesti pienviljelijöiden kehityskaariin, joten erityistä huomiota työssä 
on painotettu juuri ohjelmien suomiin mahdollisuuksiin. Työn edetessä kävi kuitenkin ilmi, että kehitys on riippuvaista 
monista tekijöistä usealla eri tasolla. Näiden tasojen käsitteellistämiseksi, arvoketjujen hallintoa ja vapaaehtoisten 
ohjelmien vaikutusta nk. yleisesti hyväksyttyinä toimintatapoina arvoketjuissa sovellettiin kuvaamaan elinkeinosta 
saatavien lopputulemien muotoutumista. Hallintoa ja kestäviä elinkeinoja yhdisteltiin, joka myös edustaa työn keskeistä 
innovaatiota, nk. toimintapisteiden ja toteutuskelpoisten nk. tilankohennusstrategioiden kartoittamiseksi hunajaketjun 
varrella. Työ niin ikään korostaa mehiläishoidon luonnetta elinkeinona, hunajaa hyödykkeenä erityisin ominaisuuksin 
ja tietyllä markkinadynamiikalla edustettuna, kuten myös Uruguayta työn pääasiallisena maantieteellisenä alueena. 
 
Työn tutkimuskäytännöt olivat kvalitatiivisia. Puolistrukturoituja haastatteluita toteutettiin 2014 aikana neljän eri 
vastaajaryhmän kanssa globaalin hunajaketjun varrelta: maahantuojia Euroopan unionissa; paikallisten instituutioiden 
ja vientiyritysten jäseniä Uruguayssa; sekä mehiläishoitajia, joista osa oli järjestäytynyt osuuskuntiin. Kehityskaaria 
analysoitiin deduktiivisesti strategioiden tunnistamiseksi kestävien lopputulemien saavuttamiseksi. 
 
Tulokset osoittavat, että hunajaketju on voimakkaiden ostajien roolin vuoksi heidän ajamansa. Ketju toistaa piirteitä 
markkinatyypin ja nk. vangitsevien hallintorakenteiden välimaastosta, viitaten korkeamman asteen 
voimaepätasapainon ja koordinaation läsnäoloon. Korkeampi koordinaatio kuitenkin suosii tilankohennuksen 
onnistumista. Tunnistamalla eri toimijoiden suorittamia toimintoja, toimintapiste löydettiin sijoittuvan tuotannon 
solmukohtaan, jossa toiminnot ovat viimeaikaisten muutosten seurauksena lisääntyneet huomattavasti. Alkupanosten 
hinnat ja matalat katteet koko ketjun pituudelta havaittiin erityisesti juuri viennin solmukohdassa. Mehiläishoitajien 
pohjaedellytykset määriteltynä pääsynä elinkeinoharjoittamisen kannalta keskeisiin pääomiin todettiin yleisesti ottaen 
heikoiksi. Mehiläishoidon kannalta keskeisten tekijöiden, luonnonvarojen, nykytila todettiin huolestuttavaksi. 
Vähentynyt kukkiva kasvusto Uruguayssa johtuu maankäytön muutosten nopeasta lisääntymisestä, jota entisestään 
vahvistaa päällimmäisimmän uhkatekijän aiheuttamat tuotantoshokit, joista seuraa hintojen lyhyen aikavälin 
ennustamattomuutta. Tämä tekijä on ilmaston vaihtelevuus. keskeinen huomio on, että Eucalyptus grandiksen 
levittäytyminen on luonut riippuvuuden, sillä se on osittain korvannut menetyksiä muille kukinnoille pohjautuvassa 
tuotannossa. Tämän lisäksi, loisista on tullut kasvava riesa tuotannossa, sillä ne lisäävät sekä riskiä menettää 
yhdyskunnat että kustannuksia johtuen loisten levittämien tautien hoidosta ja ennaltaehkäisevistä toimista. 
 
Menetetty pääsy luonnonvaroihin asettaa rajoitteen mehiläishoidon kestävyydelle elinkeinona Uruguayssa, mutta 
kuten tulokset osoittavat, tätä puolta on mahdollista kompensoida sosiaalisilla toimilla, jotka eivät selvästi olleet 
optimitasoillaan. Tämä havainto pitkälti edustaa yhtä työn päällimmäisistä johtopäätöksistä: mehiläishoitajien 
horisontaalinen sopimuksellisuus yhteistoiminnan kautta havaittiin ainoaksi toteutuskelpoiseksi strategiaksi, jossa 
tasapaino palkkion ja riskinoton välillä koettiin kohtuulliseksi. Muissa skenaarioissa riski nousisi todennäköisesti 
kestämättömäksi, ellei jokin ulkopuolinen taho olisi valmis takaamaan riskejä tiettyyn pisteeseen kehitysprosessin 
käynnistämiseksi. Yhteistoiminta havaittiin myös vertikaalisen sopimuksellisuuden edellytykseksi, joka voisi 
puolestaan tarkoittaa osallistumista vapaaehtoisiin ohjelmiin. Reilu Kauppa havaittiin selvästi houkuttelevammaksi 
ohjelmaksi, mutta hyödyttäisi käytännössä vain yhtä suurta osuuskuntaa, jolla resurssit jo olisivat hyvällä tasolla. 
Toisaalta, mukanaolo ei poistaisi Uruguayn hunajasektorin perimmäisiä rajoitteita, jotka ovat laskevat tuotantomäärät 
per pesä sekä kustannukset, jotka nousevat suhteessa nopeammin kuin hunajasta maksettu hinta, johtaen laskevaan 
kannattavuuteen. Yhä useampi mehiläishoitaja irtautuu arvoketjusta ja jäljelle jäävät jatkavat elinkeinoa puhtaasti 
kiintymyksestä ja perinteestä mehiläishoitoa kohtaan. Jatkotutkimuksille on tilausta erityisesti hienostuneempien 
kustannus-hyötylaskelmien saralla. Uraauurtavaa tutkimusta voisi toteuttaa myös ekosysteemipalvelumaksujen ja 
mehiläishoidon yhdistämisen puolella. 
 
Avainsanat/Nyckelord – Keywords 
Kestävä kehitys; Globalisaatio; Arvoketju; Kehitysmaatutkimus; Latinalainen Amerikka; Mehiläishoito; Hunaja 
 
Säilytyspaikka/Förvaringställe – Where deposited 
Viikin tiedekirjasto; Metsätieteiden laitos; HELDA/E-thesis [ethesis.helsinki.fi] 
 







Acknowledgements ___________________________________________________________ i 
Abbreviations _______________________________________________________________ ii 
Essential terms ______________________________________________________________ iii 
Preface ____________________________________________________________________ iv 
1. Introduction ______________________________________________________________ 1 
1.1 Rationale ______________________________________________________________ 1 
1.2 Objective ______________________________________________________________ 3 
1.3 Synopsis _______________________________________________________________ 4 
2. Theoretical underpinnings __________________________________________________ 5 
2.1 Value chain governance___________________________________________________ 5 
2.2 Upgrading smallholders in value chains ______________________________________ 8 
2.3 Voluntary certification schemes in value chains _______________________________ 12 
2.3.1 Combining value chain governance and convention theory ___________________ 12 
2.3.2 Overview of selected voluntary certification schemes _______________________ 14 
2.3.3 Literature of impact pathways of voluntary certification schemes ______________ 15 
2.5 Summary _____________________________________________________________ 18 
3. Context of the study ______________________________________________________ 20 
3.1 Beekeeping as a livelihood _______________________________________________ 20 
3.2 Honey as a commodity___________________________________________________ 21 
3.2.1 Features __________________________________________________________ 21 
3.2.2 Markets ___________________________________________________________ 22 
3.3 Uruguay at a glance _____________________________________________________ 24 
4. Methodology and data _____________________________________________________ 26 
4.1 Qualitative method ______________________________________________________ 26 
4.2 Data collection _________________________________________________________ 26 
4.3 Questionnaire design ____________________________________________________ 28 
4.4 Validity and reliability ____________________________________________________ 29 
4.5 Data Analysis __________________________________________________________ 30 
5. Main results _____________________________________________________________ 32 
5.1 The global honey chain from Uruguay _______________________________________ 32 
5.1.1 Activities __________________________________________________________ 32 
5.1.2 Value creation for Uruguayan honey ____________________________________ 37 
5.1.3 Governance structure in the global honey chain ___________________________ 38 
5.2 Baseline conditions determined as the livelihood asset core _____________________ 40 
5.2.1 Human assets ______________________________________________________ 40 
5.2.2 Social assets _______________________________________________________ 40 
5.2.3 Physical assets _____________________________________________________ 42 
5.2.4 Natural assets ______________________________________________________ 43 
5.2.5 Financial assets ____________________________________________________ 47 
5.2.6 Vulnerability shaping the asset core _____________________________________ 48 
  
 
5.2.7 Institutional context shaping the asset core and vulnerability __________________ 49 
5.3 Feasibility of upgrading strategies for the beekeepers __________________________ 52 
5.4 Potential of affiliation in voluntary certification schemes _________________________ 55 
6. Discussion on study process and theoretical framework ________________________ 58 
7. Conclusions and recommendations for future research _________________________ 60 
References ________________________________________________________________ 67 
Annexes __________________________________________________________________ 78 
Statistical annexes __________________________________________________________ 86 
Photogallery _______________________________________________________________ 88 
 
Tables 
Table 2.1: Determinants of value chain governance __________________________________ 7 
Table 2.2: Overview of selected voluntary certification schemes _______________________ 14 
Table 4.1: List of respondents __________________________________________________ 27 
Table 5.1: Annual beekeeping cycle in Uruguay ____________________________________ 34 
 
Figures 
Figure 2.1: Potential upgrading strategies for smallholders in value chains ________________ 9 
Figure 2.2: Asset core of the sustainable livelihoods framework ________________________ 10 
Figure 2.3: Theoretical framework of the study _____________________________________ 19 
Figure 3.1: Departments in Uruguay _____________________________________________ 24 
Figure 4.1: Respondents in Uruguay _____________________________________________ 27 
Figure 4.2: Main content and linkages between collected sets of data ___________________ 29 
Figure 4.3: Interactive components of qualitative data analysis ________________________ 31 
Figure 5.1: Global honey chain from Uruguay and activities performed by actors __________ 32 
Figure 5.2: Institutional setting in terms of beekeeping in Uruguay ______________________ 49 





Annex 1: Roles and processes in audition of voluntary certification schemes _____________ 78 
Annex 2: Principles of FTI standards for beekeeping ________________________________ 79 
Annex 3: FTI pricing system for honey ___________________________________________ 80 
Annex 4: Principles of EUOF standards for organic beekeeping________________________ 81 
Annex 5: Principles of EU standards for composition of honey _________________________ 81 
Annex 6: Questionnaire for European importers ____________________________________ 82 
Annex 7: Questionnaire for Uruguayan institutions __________________________________ 82 
Annex 8: Questionnaire for Uruguayan export agencies ______________________________ 83 
Annex 9: Questionnaire for Uruguayan beekeepers _________________________________ 83 
 
Statistical annexes 
Stat. an. 1: Prices of honey exported into the EU from selected countries, 2005-2013 ______ 86 
Stat. an. 2: Uruguayan production, exports and average export price of honey, 2000-2013 __ 86 
Stat. an. 3: Uruguayan exports of honey into the EU and the US, 2000-2013 _____________ 86 
Stat. an. 4: Hives, beekeepers and average yield of honey in Uruguay, 2000-2013_________ 86 
Stat. an. 5: Common gasoline price and cumulative inflation in Uruguay, 2000-2013 _______ 86 
Stat. an. 6: Proliferation of agriculture in Uruguay and global soybean prices, 2000-2013 ____ 86 
Stat. an. 7: Proliferation of Eucalyptus spp. in selected departments in Uruguay, 2007; 2012 _ 87 
Stat. an. 8: Rainfall and temperature patterns in Uruguay, 1930-1960; 1960-1990; 1990-2009 87 





This study was conducted for the examination of Master of Science in Forest Economics and 
Marketing at the University of Helsinki. I am willing to express my appreciation to all those who 
have contributed to the successful completion of this thesis. Moreover, this thesis represents just 
an outcome, crème de la crème, of a continuum of events related to my studies since 2009. My 
sincere gratitude is dedicated to each and every one who has, either directly or indirectly, stood 
in support along the journey. 
 
In person, I would like to thank my major advisor, Professor Mrs. Anne Toppinen, for the guidance 
and expertise on the thesis. Furthermore, this project never would have been initiated, or 
completed, without the resources provided by Stora Enso and Montes del Plata. I want to thank 
Antti Marjokorpi and Kirsi Seppäläinen from Stora Enso for their genuine support and interest to 
conduct such a thesis, as well as Andrés Herrera from Montes del Plata for driving me around 
Uruguay to meet the beekeepers, and the friendship established during these trips. In Uruguay, 
there is a bunch of people who greatly contributed my work, but since the list would turn out 
endless, I shall confine myself to thank you collectively. Also the representatives of importers of 
honey in Europe deserve my gratitude, and a firm handshake.  
 
The beekeepers, without whom this thesis never would have seen daylight, really conquered my 
mind and soul. It was an honor to meet and interview such a passionate group of people trying to 
fight back the adverse shifts in a globalized world. I truly hope the findings proposed in this thesis 
find their way to help you create a more sustainable basis for beekeeping in Uruguay. 
 
Over the years, there has been many people around supporting my academic endeavors. There 
are not words strong enough to express my appreciation towards my parents Matti and Terttu, as 
well as my truly unreplaceable pack of friends. You have, and will, encourage me. 
 
Finally, I would like to comment this experience, not solely the project in Uruguay, but perhaps 
the events in my life during the last two years, which have questioned my previous beliefs. I do 
not mean in a bad way. While finishing this paragraph, all I can say is I have learned a lot. 
 
 
“You better ask yourself.” - Olufela Olufemi Anikulapo Kuti 
 
 
Helsinki, 3rd of February 2015 
 





€  Euro [currency] 
ADEXMI  Honey Exporters Association [in Uruguay] 
CFR  Cost and Freight [incoterm] 
CHDA  Honorary Commission for Development of Beekeeping [in Uruguay] 
CPI  Customer Price Index 
CSR  Corporate Social Responsibility 
DILAVE  Division of Veterinary Laboratories of MGAP [in Uruguay] 
EU  European Union 
EUOF  European Union Organic Farming 
FDI  Foreign Direct Investment 
FOB  Free on Board [incoterm] 
FSC  Forest Stewardship Council 
FTI  Fairtrade International 
GA  General Assembly 
GDP  Gross Domestic Product 
GM  Genetically Modified 
GCC  Global Commodity Chain 
H2O  Water 
HMF  Hydroxymethylfurfural 
ILO  International Labour Organization 
MERCOSUR  Common Market of the Southern Cone [in South America] 
MGAP  Ministry of Livestock, Agriculture and Fisheries [in Uruguay] 
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NGO  Non-Governmental Organization 
NSMD  Nonstate Market-Driven 
NWFP  Non-Wood Forest Product 
OHS  Occupational Health and Safety 
PPI  Program for Productive Integration [of Montes del Plata] 
RFID  Radio-Frequency Identification 
SAU  Uruguayan Society for Beekeeping [in Uruguay] 
SLF  Sustainable Livelihoods Framework 
T  Ton [1 000 kg] 
TT  Thousand Tons [1 000 000 kg] 
UK  United Kingdom 
US  United States of America 
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Globalization: An international integration of uneven processes within economy, politics, 
environment, religion, ideology and culture [Steger, 2009]. 
 
Immanent development: Denotes a broad process of advancement in human societies driven 
by a host of factors including advances in science, medicine, arts, communication and 
governance, among others. Immanent development is facilitated by processes such as 
globalization. Immanent development can and do occur in parallel with intentional development. 
[Cowen & Shenton, 1998] 
 
Intentional development: Focuses and directs processes whereby government and NGOs 
implement development projects to the vulnerable. The projects are usually time and resource 
bound, but assume the gains achieved to continue after the project ends. [Cowen & Shenton, 
1998] 
 
Livelihood outcome: Achievements of strategies to enforce a livelihood. It should not be 
assumed that social groups are entirely dedicated to maximize income. The richness of potential 
goals should be recognized to understand why people do what they do and where the constraints 
lie. [DFID, 1999] 
 
Supply chain: Consists of links that connect inputs to primary production and then on to storage, 
processing, transport, and distribution to consumers for a given product through a single chain 
[Wiggins & Keats, 2013]. 
 
Sustainable livelihood: A livelihood comprises the capabilities, social and material assets, and 
activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and 
recover from stresses and shocks, as well as maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets now 
and in the future. [Chambers & Conway, 1992] 
 
Transaction costs: Costs incurred in reaching information prior to making deals, in negotiating 
contracts and in monitoring and policing the implementation of contracts. High transaction costs 
mean that fewer inputs are bought, less credit provided and less produce marketed than the 
underlying economics would indicate. [Wiggins & Keats, 2013] 
 
Value chain: A value chain may consist of several supply chains for a particular product, including 
supporting services enabling the supply chains to operate. A value chain may be taken to include 
factors in the economic environment. A value chain distinguishes strategically relevant activities 
that may provide advantages in the market and influence the product’s margin. [Wiggins & Keats, 




Investments in industrial infrastructure and plantation forestry in the world’s emerging markets, 
driven by differences in input prices and growing demand of final products in these regions, have 
described the quantitative dimension of globalization of the forest sector since 1990s [Toppinen 
& al., 2010]. Montes del Plata in Uruguay, a joint venture of Finnish-Swedish Stora Enso and 
Chilean Arauco is an recent example of this movement. Montes del Plata operates a modern pulp 
mill in the department of Colonia and supplies the raw material, Eucalyptus spp., to feed this 
toddler from plantations spread in 11 departments in Uruguay. Forested land area occupied by 
these plantations exceeds 147 000 ha, completely certified under FSC. Total land area owned by 
Stora Enso in Uruguay exceeds 190 000 ha [Stora Enso, 2014]. 
 
Montes del Plata and its affiliates are major private land owners in this small South American 
country. These kinds of foreign investments in emerging markets highlight concern on managing 
relationships with local communities. Relationship management has been considered by many 
scholars who propose business decisions and social policies are interdependent [e.g. Porter & 
Kramer, 2006; Michelini & Fiorentino, 2012]. Consequently, corporations integrate social 
perspectives in the frameworks they use to understand and develop their business [e.g. Pfitzer & 
al., 2013]. A successful company needs a healthy surrounding society and the other way around 
[Porter & Kramer, 2006]. Corporations with a more profound integration also tend to be more 
profitable and the relationship is clearly more influential in the developing countries [e.g. Norman 
& MacDonald, 2004; Matten & Crane, 2005; Falck & Heblich, 2007; Jamali, 2010; Mooradian & 
al., 2014]. A traditional view to relationship management, Corporate Social Responsibility, 
includes a weakness by focusing only on the tension between business and society instead of 
their interdependence. Therefore, corporations and local communities should seize the 
opportunity and aim to create shared value, both business and social value as a profit [Porter & 
Kramer, 2011; Michelini & Fiorentino, 2012]. 
 
In the forest sector, particularly in Uruguay, the history of relationship management in the 
aforementioned context has not been straightforward [e.g. Wilson, 2009; IUCN, 2009; REDES, 
2011; Vihervaara & al., 2012; Heikkilä & al., 2013]. Generally, the design and implementation of 
initiatives to deliver shared value has been perceived challenging from a managerial perspective 
[e.g. Pfitzer & al., 2013]. Montes del Plata, however, has taken the bull by the horns and 
emphasizes the creation of shared value. The rationale in the context of plantation forestry has 
been conceptualized at least by Prejer & al. [2014]. In 2010, Montes del Plata launched the 
Program for Productive Integration [PPI]. PPI aims to integrate complementary value chains with 
plantation forestry to optimize the use of land resources and synergies with rural livelihoods in the 
region, including beekeeping [Montes del Plata, 2014]. Besides the creation of shared value, PPI 
can be identified as a company-led tool to conflict resolution, or to monitor and evaluate the 




Montes del Plata provides the local beekeepers an access to the company lands [Montes del 
Plata, 2014], which is an important notion in the context of this study. To access, a beekeeper 
must accept a contract with obligations to pay attention on fire prevention, security and 
environmental care. A beekeeper also has to pay a compensation, the annually reviewed average 
export price of 1 kg of honey per beehive. Contracts last 11 months. In pursuit of shared value, 
Montes del Plata is willing to develop beekeeping in Uruguay to enhance the community well-
being. This is the underlying reason why this study was conducted. The initial proposition 
was to discover whether voluntary certification schemes could benefit the beekeepers. Despite 
the obvious link with Stora Enso and Montes del Plata, this study was implemented as an 





Due to globalization, the global economy has experienced changes since 1980s [Staritz, 2012]. 
The changes have a quantitative dimension reflected as an increase in trade and in foreign 
investment, but their qualitative dimension is even more significant. Previously hierarchical value 
chains have become fragmented and geographically dispersed, constantly shaping the patterns 
of global production and trade. Large operators source overseas and split the production process 
in sequences on a global scale. Such arrangements, referred as integration of trade and 
disintegration of production [Feenstra, 1998], are identified in diverse sectors. 
 
Particularly the global food trade has experienced an increasing concentration of buying power in 
retail channels [Marques Vieira & Maia, 2009]. Food trade has traditionally included large 
operators in the upstream, but this pattern has changed due to the concentration of retailing 
[Ponte & Gibbon, 2005]. Large operators previously in the upstream have not become less 
important, but have changed their role from being global producers to become global buyers and 
governors of value chains [Staritz, 2012].  
 
Keohane [2002] argue these changes have separated from the national regulatory and social 
institutions, on which the liberal global trade was predicated. Moreover, the patterns have 
proliferated in developing countries, where markets were never embedded in domestic 
governance. Issues in developing countries are largely the same as developed countries faced a 
century ago [Gereffi & Mayer, 2004]. Industries in developing countries have now widely adopted 
exportation, but suffer from declining or stagnating terms of trade [UNCTAD, 2002; Kaplinsky, 
2005; Milberg & Amengual, 2008]. The dilemma is known as the contemporary Prebisch-Singer 
dilemma. Prebisch [1950] and Singer [1950] perceived the nature of the products as a barrier, but 
the dilemma per se is a consequence of changes in trading patterns of these products, as 
proposed by Milberg & Amengual [2008]. 
 
The rise of voluntary certification schemes in global value chains and the increased demand for 
consistent high volumes of good quality products have led to more vertically integrated value 
chains [Staritz, 2012]. Smallholders in developing countries, however, are easily excluded when 
confronted with asymmetric power relationships leading to uneven distribution of costs and 
benefits. In fact, along the expanding international markets and the rapidly increasing middle class 
in many developing countries, smallholders face more opportunities [Trienekens, 2011], but are 
simultaneously required to reach better control in terms of production, trade, information and 
distribution, coordination in other words, to create and capture value-added. High value-adding 
activities are often kept in the developed world, while low value-adding activities are characterized 
by low entry barriers and high competition, further complicating particularly the capture of value-
added [Iyer & Villas-Boas, 2003; Milberg & Amengual, 2008]. Smallholders in particular tend to 
lack an enabling environment: institutional and infrastructural support, access to critical livelihood 
assets and effective coordination in value chains [De Janvry & Sadoulet, 2005; Lee & al., 2012]. 
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The importance of coordination in global value chains has intensified along the proliferation of 
voluntary certification schemes. These schemes can also be seen as conventions, common 
agreements based on ethical principles, which have become an inevitable feature of economic 
globalization driven by the public awareness on the moral obligations of large operators sourcing 
overseas to address sustainable development [Utting, 2008; Tijaja, 2013]. Humphreys [2006] 
propose the popularity of these schemes to link with globalization and neoliberal economic 
policies, under which the global commodity markets are simultaneously integrating and 
disintegrating. These schemes and their representative initiatives are perceived to battle against 
the harmful effects of economic globalization through increased coordination in value chains 
[Broad, 2002]. 
 
More importantly, the ethical principles the schemes emphasize have created economic 
reasoning for smallholders in developing countries to become affiliated by establishing potentially 
lucrative niche markets [cf. Porter, 1990]. These schemes tend to coordinate the entire chain, 
engaging also the large operators to increase awareness among consumers of the attributes of a 
commodity not directly observable, not at least at the moment of transaction [Gibbon & Ponte, 
2005]. For large operators, schemes represent also tools of risk management [Laven, 2012]. 
Therefore, the affiliation of different actors in value chains can be driven by consumers, initiatives 
of the civil society, large operators or smallholders pursuing a proactive market-positioning 
strategy. Kaplinsky [2010] identified the main reasons why voluntary certification schemes are 
important for smallholders in developing countries: 
 
 Voluntary certification schemes determine the access to high margin niche markets. 
 Niche markets are defined by product and process standards. 
 Developing capacity to comply simultaneously develops capabilities and efficiency. 
 Besides being costly, the need to comply establishes a barrier of market access. 
 Systematic coordination along the chain is required, but not necessarily easily achieved. 
 
This thesis deals with a specific group of smallholders in the upstream of the global honey chain, 
the Uruguayan beekeepers, whose livelihood’s sustainability and development is in many ways 
dependent on the patterns of global trade. Throughout the history, Uruguay has exported more 
than 90% of the honey produced in the country [Comtrade, 2014]. Beekeeping is often promoted 
as an activity accessible by many members of rural societies. Only a few inputs, little land and 
limited labor are required [Bradbear, 2009], but with limited access to markets and little action to 
mitigate or adapt to the recent constrains faced by beekeepers worldwide, such as changes in 
land use, climate and society, the expected benefits do not materialize. Affiliation in voluntary 
certification schemes could lead to increased coordination in the global honey chain. The question 
whether the Uruguayan beekeepers would benefit, remains. To achieve an optimal livelihood 
outcome, however, the beekeepers in Uruguay should recognize specific windows of opportunity 
in order to seize them, upgrade their position in the global honey chain and continue with their 




How the voluntary certification schemes shape value chains and smallholders’ livelihoods has 
been studied relatively often. The approach in most cases, however, has been a retrospective 
approach, which provides observations and statements whether the upgrading effort has been 
successful or not, but in fact the often time-bound moment to guide the development trajectories 
has already passed, as proposed by Wiggins & Keats [2013]. 
 
This thesis fills a much needed gap in the literature [cf. e.g. Becchetti & Castriota, 2009; Liu, 2009; 
Fernandez-Stark & Bamber, 2012] by exploring the strategic options feasible for a specific group 
of smallholders in a given time and place before action is taken. Based on these options, 
upgrading strategies may potentially be developed, perhaps implemented. Upgrading refers to 
this kind of immanent development supposed to yield better livelihood outcomes [Humphrey & 
Schmitz, 2002; Riisgaard & al., 2008]. Adoption of voluntary certification schemes was 
hypothesized as a potential mechanism of upgrading. 
 
In the previous literature, value chains and voluntary certification schemes have been studied 
more in terms of other food commodities such as coffee and bananas [cf. e.g. Utting, 2008; Nelson 
& Pound, 2009; Valkila, 2014]. Beekeeping as a livelihood and honey as a commodity, both with 
some unique features, have received only limited attention. As an exception, Marques Vieira & 
Maia [2009] shared a similar explorative approach by studying small honey producers in Rio 
Grande do Sul, Brazil, but concluded further research should also cover non-economic factors, in 
particular the roles of social networks and public policies in developing countries. In this thesis, 
the non-economic factors are included. To understand the dynamics of development in a given 
time and place, it should be comprehended how time and places are transformed by flows of 
power, knowledge and capital, and how the local institutional and social conventions transform 
these flows [Henderson & al., 2002]. Comprising from these, this study approaches the upgrading 
of Uruguayan beekeepers by focusing on what for this group are the critical issues. 
 
The main objective is to reach an understanding of the current state of the research object in 
order to develop a better state. Four research questions guiding the entire research process were 
designed: 
 
Rq1 How the global honey chain from Uruguay is structured? 
Rq2 How the baseline conditions of the Uruguayan beekeepers are structured? 
Rq3 Which upgrading strategies could be developed? 





Chapter 2 outlines the theoretical underpinnings and frames the main concepts. A brief literature 
review of the previously studied impacts of affiliation in voluntary certification schemes is included. 
Chapter 3 introduces the relevant context of the study, including a description of the main 
characteristics of beekeeping and related foreign exchange. The geographical coverage, 
including an economic and social overview of Uruguay is attached in this chapter. Chapter 4 
describes the process of choosing the methodological approach and collecting the data. Chapter 
5 introduces the main results. Chapter 6 opens up discussion over the research process and the 




2. Theoretical underpinnings 
2.1 Value chain governance 
Honey is a commodity produced in and traded from countries where the existence of the sector 
is principally based on the demand created by external markets. As typical to commodities traded 
in global value chains, different actors and mechanisms are likely to occur along the relatively 
institutionalized patterns involved in trading. Price is likely to play an important role in the 
upstream, but mechanisms such as trust and knowledge transfer are likely to occur in the 
downstream when the chains become more fragmented. Discussions welling around value chain 
governance offer a conceptual basis to understand these mechanisms. Along the shifts of 
globalization, governance in particular has reached importance in tackling new realities, including 
the importance of voluntary standards as preconditions of competitive success for export-oriented 
economies [Mayer & Gereffi, 2010]. Understanding governance has proved out useful in the 
exploration of inequalities in value chains and how marginalized actors such as smallholders in 
developing countries could improve their position [Taylor, 2005]. Integration of smallholders in 
value chains is generally perceived as an essential condition of development, but special attention 
should be paid on how to access them successfully [Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2011]. 
 
A considerable degree of confusion in the approaches trying to understand the shifts in global 
economy and global value chains, and their implications on development, has been recognized 
[e.g. Sturgeon, 2001; Fold, 2014]. A difference in the approaches is found between those that rise 
from the business-managerial literature, and those that rise from the economic-developmental 
frameworks. Perspectives differentiate also in whether these patterns should be understood as 
chains or networks [Henderson & al., 2002]. Despite most research on global value chains is 
based on limited approaches constituting a general lack of wider theoretical underpinning [von 
Hagen & Alvarez, 2011], they are generally favored by sociologists and political scientists. 
Networks are patronized by a smaller group of economic geographers [Valkila, 2014; Fold, 2014]. 
Each proposed approach as such, however, is unable to deal with regional development in the 
sense of the experiences of local communities, as concluded by Lawson [2007]. 
 
Conceptualization of the chain metaphor started in the 1970s when French agriculturalists 
introduced the concept of filière representing a system where products are produced and 
distributed to satisfy demand, with an objective of understanding economic processes by mapping 
commodity flows, actors and activities involved [Raikes & al., 2000; Rich, 2013]. Filière, however, 
seems to lack a theoretical core and focuses only on large operators and governmental 
institutions. Porter [1985; 1990] developed the chain metaphor that became popular in the 
management community [Henderson & al., 2002]. Value in Porter’s chains lay in the sequential 
and interconnected structures of economic activities of different actors, but value is defined only 
as a payoff of a business. Issues of corporate power, institutional context, and profound economic 
and social asymmetries are largely disregarded. Porter’s paradigm focuses on the coordination 




Based on the world systems theory of Hopkins & Wallerstein [1977; 1986], Gereffi & Korzeniewicz 
[1994] elaborated Global Commodity Chains [GCC]. They operationalized the company-led, 
border crossing transactions and their relation to economic and social development by including 
sets of networks clustered around a commodity, as well as by linking households, enterprises and 
nations in a global economy [Gereffi & Korzeniewicz, 1994; Henderson & al., 2002; Bair, 2009]. 
For the first time, the globalization was linked with value chains. Coordination of activities was 
accentuated, issues of power relations emphasized and the governance roughly divided between 
producer-driven and buyer-driven chains. 
 
Producer-driven chains are characterized by capital and technology intensive industries where 
producers govern the whole supply chain by means of vertical integration to leverage scale and 
technological advantages of integrated suppliers [Marques Vieira & Maia, 2009; Gereffi & 
Fernandez-Stark, 2011]. Capital, technology and production expertise constitute as main entry 
barriers [von Hagen & Alvarez, 2011]. Buyer-driven chains focus on the powerful role of large 
retailers, traders and successfully branded merchandisers [Gereffi, 1999; Dolan & Humphrey, 
2000; Kaplinsky, 2000]. They focus on adding value through processing, design, marketing and 
branding functions and dictate suppliers to meet standards and protocols despite their suppliers’ 
often scarce capabilities [von Hagen & Alvarez, 2011; Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2011]. In buyer-
driven chains, commodities are simple and rivalry intense. A governor in buyer-driven chains 
delegates activities to ensure the chain complies [Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2011], but needs 
sufficient resources to monitor the compliance [Marques Vieira & Maia, 2009].  
 
From a conceptual view, in GCCs, the role of trade unions and other NGOs were still left out. The 
crude distinction between producer-driven and buyer-driven chains also led in problems due to 
differences in sectorial realities [e.g. Henderson & al., 2002]. In addition, GCCs assumed the 
institutional and social changes over time would not affect, which proved out wrong when Eastern 
European economies were liberated after the fall of the Soviet Union in the 1990s [e.g. Hausner 
& al., 1995; Czaban & Henderson, 1998]. The GCC dichotomy, however, has been lately 
elaborated. Islam [2008] proposed that some chains are twin-driven, referring to the increased 
power of previously external third parties such as civil society organizations in buyer-driven chains 
due to the regulation of production and process parameters. 
 
Gereffi [1999] and Gereffi & al. [2005] elaborated the GCC dichotomy by introducing a more 
dynamic operational theory of value chain governance, in which governance is understood as 
the process of defining, communicating and imposing compliance with process and product 
parameters [von Hagen & Alvarez, 2011]. A difference to GGCs is found in the theoretical core, 
as well as in the focus area, in which competitive advantages were proposed to be found among 
collaboration between the actors in a chain [Fold, 2014]. The chain metaphor once again shifted 
towards the value-adding sequences to understand the nature of the factors of value creation, as 
earlier in the proposals of Porter. Initially the focus laid on economic and competitiveness issues, 
while recent implications on social and environmental aspects have been incorporated [e.g. 
Barrientos & al., 2010]. 
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Governance intends to explain how the value chain is controlled [Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 
2011]. The taxonomy identified by Gereffi & al. [2005] is based on three determinants: complexity 
of transactions, codifiability of information and supplier competence, reflecting the modus 
operandi of power in value chains and how power merits elaboration. In empiria, five possible 
combinations are found. Exclusion would be the sixth, but represents only a static event in time. 
Table 2.1 illustrates Gereffi’s and his colleagues’ taxonomy of value chain governance. 
 
Table 2.1: Determinants of value chain governance 
Source: Gereffi & al., 2005 













Modular High High High 
Relational High Low High 
Captive High High Low 
Hierarchy High Low Low 
 
In market governance, price is the main mechanism, transactions are simple, information flows 
freely, and suppliers work with minimal input and coordination from the buyers do not take part 
into the production. In modular governance, complex transactions are easy to track and the 
product is modified according to buyer’s will. Supplier carries the responsibility over process 
technology. Information serves as the mechanism often complicating the relationships. Relational 
governance depends on a mutual reliance through reputation, and social and spatial proximity. 
Linkages rely on the complex information not easily transmitted or understood. Relationships take 
time to build and are potentially conflictual. Switching costs and entry barriers tend to be high, but 
the buyer exerts control over suppliers. In captive governance, small suppliers depend on 
dominant buyers controlling the chain. High asymmetry of power forces suppliers to link with 
buyers under conditions often determined by the buyers themselves. Coordination between 
processors and retailers is tight, also known as quasi-integration. Hierarchy refers to full vertical 
integration as product specifications cannot be codified, products are complex and competent 
suppliers are not available. Hierarchy is driven by the need to exchange tacit knowledge between 
the activities in a value chain, the need to effectively manage inputs and outputs, and the need to 
control resources, intellectual properties in particular. [Gereffi & al., 2005; Gibbon & al., 2008; 
Marques Vieira & Maia, 2009; Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2011; von Hagen & Alvarez, 2011] 
 
Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark [2011] suggest that the governance may change once the industry 
evolves or markets saturate. Mechanisms for this are manifold and include formal [e.g. contracts] 
and informal [e.g. trust and values] instruments, control processes, information systems and 
networks [von Hagen & Alvarez, 2011]. In conclusion, chains are full of interacting types of 
governance enabling both opportunities and challenges for economic and social upgrading [Dolan 




2.2 Upgrading smallholders in value chains 
Upgrading is a key concept in value chains. Upgrading refers to the identification of opportunities 
to step up the value chain, either by shifting to more rewarding functional positions or by 
manufacturing products with more added value providing higher profits [Bolwig & al., 2010].  
Riisgaard & al. [2008] argue upgrading of smallholders is dependent on the development of 
governance types of higher coordination. The relative position of actors and the dynamic 
governance, under which they trade, both condition their potential upgrading options [Humphrey 
& Schmitz, 2004]. Upgrading is particularly seen as an opportunity for actors in the developing 
countries to improve capabilities such as learning and market access, and receive more power 
through the flow of knowledge from buyers to producers in the upstream [Gereffi, 1999]. 
 
By focusing on the sequences of tangible and intangible activities creating value, a holistic view 
on upgrading from two vantage points was elaborated by Humphrey & Schmitz [2002]: top-down 
and bottom-up. Top-down examines how buyers coordinate their supplier networks. Bottom-up 
examines how business decisions affect the trajectories of economic and social upgrading, or 
downgrading. Bottom-up focuses on strategies used by economic stakeholders to maintain or 
improve their position in a global economy. Economic upgrading refers to businesses, countries 
or regions shifting to perform activities of higher value [Gereffi, 2005]. Benefits can be increases 
in security, value-added or capabilities. Selwyn [2013] suggests economic upgrading stimulates 
innovation and competitiveness possibly resulting in social upgrading, e.g. working conditions. 
 
Humphrey & Schmitz [2002] defined upgrading as functions to increase competitiveness and 
developed a typology based on four types of upgrading: product, process, functional and inter-
sectorial. Process upgrading refers to more efficient transformation of inputs into outputs through 
reorganization of the process and better technology. Product upgrading increases unit value by 
shifting in more sophisticated product lines. Functional upgrading increases the overall skill 
content of activities through addition of new functions or the abandonment of old ones. 
 
Riisgaard & al. [2010] and Bolwig & al. [2010] described upgrading more comprehensively in the 
development context by incorporating both vertical and horizontal aspects, representing desirable 
changes to increase smallholders’ rewards and/or reduce exposure to risks. Rewards and risks 
are understood both in financial terms as horizontal livelihood outcomes, such as poverty 
reduction. Ponte & Gibbon [2005] argue addressing upgrading simply as a managerial problem 
underestimates the asymmetrical power relations where performance requirements, quality 
standards, labor and pricing are governed by actors in the downstream and transmitted upstream 
to smallholders. According to Riisgaard & al. [2010], upgrading requires taking action higher 
in the decision-making hierarchy, often beyond the fundamental core of operation. Actions 
taken by the smallholders tend not to result in significant improvements [UNCTAD, 2013]. 
 
Riisgaard & al. [2010] further argue upgrading requires identification of action points, where the 
institutional pressure or strategic action is feasible. Action points apply to all modifiable platforms 
in a value chain, are often time-sensitive and tied to specific windows of opportunity, as defined 
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by Bolwig & al. [2010]. Intervening, however, often requires human, financial and political 
resources often beyond the capacity of smallholders. Mobilizing resources from external sources 
is therefore important. Links to stronger actors or external governors are opportunities to commit 
them in the intentional development of smallholders, as proposed by Kruger & du Toit [2007]. 
Upgrading activities may allocate in several nodes along the value chain and may result in 
improved efficiency throughout the chain, also benefitting the actors in the downstream [Gereffi 
& Fernandez-Stark, 2011], which could be seen to represent immanent development. Riisgaard 
& al. [2010] perceive upgrading to directly improve the performance or position of a particular 
node by increasing rewards and/or decreasing exposure to risk. As a result of many case studies 
conducted in developing countries, Riisgaard & al. [2010] propose seven upgrading strategies for 
smallholders grouped into three types: improve product, process and volume; change and/or add 
functions; and improve coordination. The typology is exhaustive, but an illustration in Figure 2.1 
accompanied with a brief explanation is provided. 
 
 
Figure 2.1: Potential upgrading strategies for smallholders in value chains 
Source: Riisgaard & al., 2010 
 
By improving product, process and volume, largely tangible factors are paid attention on [cf. 
Humphrey & Schmitz, 2002]. Product strategies [1] increase unit value. Process strategies [2] 
improve efficiency or reduce negative externalities. Volume [3] is increased by increasing yield or 
area. Changing or adding functions refers to functional upgrading and downgrading strategies [cf. 
Humphrey & Schmitz, 2002]. Functional upgrading [4] refers to adding new functions into the 
chain. Functional downgrading [5] steps down the chain by abandoning other functions. Explicit 
coordination refers to non-market relationships and to the ability of actors to control information, 
capabilities and production processes [Clemons & al., 1993]. In vertical integration [6], more than 
one function in the value chain is performed by one actor, often as a consequence of functional 
upgrading. Contractualization [7] is divided in vertical and horizontal dimensions. Vertical 
dimension establishes a close relationship with the buyer leading to an increase in contracts and 
mutual learning. Interlocking contracts are special cases where services, e.g. credit, market 
knowledge and price premiums are provided by the buyer, resulting in reduced price risk. 
Performance requirements difficult to meet are likely to occur. Horizontal dimension covers 
agreements among upstream actors, including collective action. Collective action and institutional 
strengthening are often prerequisites of vertical contractualization and may increase the power 
and performance of the smallholders. Voluntary certification schemes can be seen as governance 
tools in this third group of strategies. [Bolwig & al., 2010; Riisgaard & al., 2010; Tijaja, 2013] 
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Successful upgrading is supposed to be more likely under tightly coordinated value chains where 
products are traceable instead of being anonymous, involving numerous middlemen [Riisgaard & 
al., 2010]. Success, however may also depend on the diverse roles of institutional and economic 
frameworks, which either enable or limit the implementation of the chosen strategy. These 
frameworks affect each strategy in a different way, but should always be taken into account since 
value chains never take place in a vacuum, but within a complex matrix of institutions and 
complementary industries [Sturgeon, 2001]. Differences in local and global frameworks often 
determine the differences found in the livelihood outcomes [von Hagen & Alvarez, 2011]. 
 
Riisgaard & al. [2010] points out upgrading strategies interact. Contractualization, for instance, 
often interacts with improvements in products, processes and volumes. Baseline conditions of 
the smallholders are important since they set boundaries for the desirability and feasibility of the 
strategic options. Among many, Riisgaard & al. [2008] and Fold [2014] emphasize the 
consideration of all activities the smallholders and their livelihoods depend on. Upgrading is rarely 
successful without trade-offs between reward and risk. Reducing the exposure to risks by avoiding 
forced exclusion from the chain and loss of assets is as important as increasing rewards [Bolwig 
& al., 2010]. Riisgaard & al. [2010] treat the baseline conditions discretely, but praise their 
importance in planning of upgrading activities. Fold [2014] further argues the diversification of 
livelihoods indicates settlement trajectories to constitute of regional development pathways, which 
is why the proclaimed chain metaphor should be complemented through livelihood 
approaches. Also Lawson [2007] patronized the people-centered approaches when upgrading 
smallholders in value chains. The sustainable livelihoods approach is of particular interest. 
 
The sustainable livelihoods approach was found upon the notion that interventions must be based 
on an appreciation of what underpins livelihoods [Morse & McNamara, 2013]. It is a no holds 
barred approach to understand and improve the sustainability of a livelihood, although it has to 
take into account what is feasible in different circumstances. At the core of the sustainable 
livelihoods framework [SLF] are different assets deemed to underpin a positive livelihood outcome 
at the level of an individual or a group. These assets are classified as human, social, physical, 
natural and financial, which take into account issues such as claims and access [Morse & 
McNamara, 2013]. SLF serves to conceptualize the baseline conditions. These are very 
important since access to value chains starts at home [ITC, 2010]. An illustration of the asset core 
is provided in Figure 2.2. 
 
 
Figure 2.2: Asset core of the sustainable livelihoods framework 
Source: Applied from DFID, 1999; Ahmed & al., 2011 
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In the core, human assets [H] represent e.g. skills, knowledge, access to labor and health; social 
assets [S] e.g. social networks, trust relationships and access to wider society; physical assets 
[P] the basic infrastructure such as transport, energy, communications and equipment; natural 
assets [N] the natural resources such as land, water and biodiversity; and financial assets [F] the 
availability of financing options. No single category as such delivers a sufficient basis to create a 
sustainable livelihood. Despite the importance of the availability of assets, crucial is does the 
capacity to use them exist. [DFID, 1999; Krantz, 2001; Ahmed & al., 2011] 
 
The asset core is shaped by a range of vulnerabilities, as well as by the institutional context. SLF 
de facto treats the previously mentioned economic and institutional frameworks as separate, but 
closely connected factors: vulnerability and institutional context. Vulnerability is further divided in 
shocks and trends. A shock can be natural, economic or social. Shocks are unpredictable. A trend 
may relate to increases or decreases in commercial demand, but occurs also in contrast with 
economic and governmental shifts. Trends are more predictable than shocks, but both can create 
and destroy assets. The concept of vulnerability included in the SLF has some confluences with 
the concept of resilience. Resilience is commonly referred to the ability of environment or a 
community to recover from a shock and has become popular in terms of understanding social-
ecological systems, including ecosystem services [e.g. Folke, 2006; Akamani & al., 2015; Jarvie 
& al., 2015]. Institutional context shapes livelihoods both directly and indirectly. Transforming 
structures and processes operate at all levels and determine access to assets and sources of 
influence. These determine the terms of exchange between different assets and therefore also 
the outcomes of any upgrading strategy. [DFID, 1999; Krantz, 2001; Morse & McNamara, 2013] 
 
The degree to which SLF models reality is limited, but it should be understood there has to be 
semblance to avoid one to question the point of the exercise. The SLF helps identifying how 
people are most vulnerable and how they are strongest, resulting in suggestions on how to make 
them stronger. People are placed in the center of holistic analyses and decision-making by 
shifting the focus away from examining only outcomes to include the importance of processes of 
making a living [Morse & McNamara, 2013]. Main contribution of this approach is to increase 
understanding of the livelihood to identify action points and efficient policies [Williams & al., 2009]. 
 
From an alternative perspective, the sustainable livelihoods approach has clear confluences to 
recent business-managerial implications of the resource-based theory on competitive advantage, 
or competitive survival [e.g. Barney & Delwyn, 2007; Rantamäki-Lahtinen, 2009; Ludwig & 
Pemberton, 2011]. Resource-based theory treats a firm as a collection of resources [Penrose, 
1995] like sustainable livelihoods approach does, but the outcomes are perceived more in terms 
of economic goals, not in terms of the richness of potential livelihood goals of the people as 
sustainable livelihoods approach suggests. Carney [1998] suggests the people-centered 
perspectives of sustainable livelihoods approaches are attractive for beekeeping since such 
approaches contribute in shifting rural development away from the resource-based interventions, 




This far, the discussion has constructed around upgrading smallholders based on the chain 
metaphor. The ingenuity of the chain metaphor is its simple conceptual apparatus and analytical 
procedures [Fold, 2014]. Many scholars, however, have criticized it for paying insufficient 
attention on broader development issues resulting in calls to incorporate more spatial dimensions 
to examine value enhancement, distribution and capture, in addition to value creation [e.g. Coe 
& al., 2008; Bolwig & al., 2010; Bair; 2009; Neilson & Pritchard, 2009]. A number of scholars [e.g. 
Whatmore & Torne, 1997; Ernst & Kim, 2002; Henderson & al., 2002] represent another school 
of thought patronizing a network metaphor to connect value chains with development trajectories. 
Before closing the discussion, a summary of the principles of the network metaphor is necessary 
to provide since it largely represents the critique laid on the chain metaphor. 
 
The network metaphor perceives production to take place in global production networks, which 
are situation specific, socially constructed, locally integrated and socially embedded avoiding the 
linear connotation. Nature of the relationships between actors is emphasized by forming larger 
economic groups [Sturgeon, 2001], which may be understood through the actor-network theory, 
in which networks are shaped by their relations and connectivity to other entities [Law, 1999]. 
Raynolds [2002; 2004] elaborated a commodity network approach describing how individual and 
social actors construct, maintain and transform commodity networks. Networks tend to maintain 
the focus on governance and frame the patterns of coordination by complementing commercial 
conventions with alternative conventions, including equality, trust, social and environmental 
responsibility, collective effort, and societal benefits. 
 
2.3 Voluntary certification schemes in value chains 
2.3.1 Combining value chain governance and convention theory 
The interdependencies between the actors in global value chains have led the actors to build 
partnerships with initiatives of the civil society [e.g. Raynolds, 2012]. This means affiliation in a 
certification scheme of voluntary participation. In addition, with apparent implications on value 
chain governance, new approaches trying to understand the impacts of voluntary certification 
schemes in value chains have been proposed, briefly introduced in the following. 
 
Hoffmann & Ba [2005] resemble the theories of governance in social sciences where rules, norms 
and regulations, conventions in other words, are set jointly by all interdependent members of the 
society. Raynolds [2012] further perceives the voluntary certification schemes as new institutional 
arrangements that should be understood as social regulations since they operate beyond the 
traditional bounds of private and public domains and are animated by individual and collective 
actors. Cashore & al. [2007] studied the legitimacy of an alternative approach by defining 
conventions to represent a nonstate market-driven [NSMD] type of governance founded and run 
by the civil society organizations, in which statutory governments are only indirectly involved. The 
legitimacy of NSMD governance, however, has been adopted more in-depth only by Cashore and 
his colleagues and largely in terms of environmental certification schemes, such as forest 
certifications, which to some extent differ in their nature from certification schemes designed for 
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commodities such as honey [cf. Bernstein & Cashore, 2004; Malets, 2013]. These concepts, 
however, are largely parallel. Tijaja [2013] refers to voluntary certification schemes with their 
representative standards as governance tools, particularly when facilitating arm’s length 
relationships, which as a definition perhaps best serves the purposes of this thesis. 
 
Ponte & Gibbon [2005] take a different perspective by arguing voluntary certification schemes 
shaping the structures of governance and access to global economy should be understood in 
regard to the features of changing consumption patterns in developed countries. Dicken [2007] 
supports this argument by finding that consumption of foodstuffs is increasingly characterized by 
safety issues, globalization of consumer tastes, and social and environmental concerns. 
Accompanied with market saturation of conventional products, these features have led into an 
introduction of quality control and traceability as features in voluntary certification schemes in 
particular, further leading in product differentiation [Ponte & Gibbon, 2005]. According to Börzel 
& Risse [2010], schemes rise due to the inability or unwillingness of existing national and 
international institutions to adequately regulate conditions of production globally. Valkila [2014] 
perceives public regulation to lag behind, similarly as Bernstein & Cashore [2004] did. 
 
Ponte & Gibbon [2005] also pioneered in combining governance with convention theory 
suggesting conventions [e.g. non-conventional niche products] could improve quality and lead in 
higher prices. The idea has been reinforced by e.g. Harrison & al. [2006] and Kaplinsky [2010]. 
Conventions help to market qualities consumers would not detect without the information flown 
through them. If uncertainty over quality would be absent, price would act as the main mechanism 
for market coordination in setting conventions, but in reality price alone cannot evaluate quality 
[Tijaja, 2013]. Pioneers in terms of agricultural commodities, Allaire & Boyer [1995], distinguished 
four types of conventions: market conventions based on price, domestic on trust, industrial on 
efficiency and reliability, as well as civic conventions based on evaluations of general societal 
benefits, such as social or environmental impacts. Freidberg [2003] perceives voluntary 
certification schemes to represent industrial conventions and some mainstream actors seem to 
participate only in terms of market benefits. Important is how the governor, the actor with most 
influence in the value chain, perceives, defines and manages quality [Freidberg, 2003; Ponte & 
Gibbon, 2005]. Moreover, quality and the effectiveness of conventions depends on buyers’ 
acceptance of the value assigned to a particular quality and the reliability of the convention used 
to assure it. Matching quality to consumer perception can result in increased coordination 
or competition in the value chain [Valkila, 2014]. 
 
Furthermore, Ponte & Gibbon [2005] established the concept of drivenness, referring to the 
degree a value chain is governed by different actors. They identify a spectrum of hands-on and 
hands-off drivenness. Hands-on is characterized by long-term contracts and explicit control over 
suppliers. Hands-off is characterized by specifications, such as codes of conduct and voluntary 
certification schemes, audited and measured by third parties. According to Ponte & al. [2011], the 
impact of these schemes depends on who develops and drives the standards, why to set 
standards in the first place and whether standards are adopted or adapted. Müller & al. [2009] 
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proposed schemes to contribute on ensuring empirical legitimacy of the conventions, unless the 
standards are not effectively justified or accepted as rules governing social and environmental 
terms, or do not follow normative legitimacy in regard to reinforcing procedures. 
 
2.3.2 Overview of selected voluntary certification schemes 
Since the affiliation in voluntary standards schemes was hypothesized as a potential mechanism 
to upgrade the beekeepers in Uruguay, it is necessary to briefly review the selected voluntary 
certification schemes that apply for honey as a commodity. No more than two schemes were 
found to currently apply in the global honey chain: Fairtrade International [FTI] and European 
Union Organic Farming [EUOF]. These initiatives tend to guide the producers in the 
implementation of better production practices and establish protocols on dealing with 
environmental and/or social issues. In addition, initiatives implement auditing and third party 
verification over compliance of their representative set of standards [Annex 1]. By governing the 
entire value chain, the value proposition is communicated to the consumer by adding a label, 
thereby establishing a necessary level of assurance. The selected voluntary certification schemes 
are briefly introduced below in Table 2.2. 
 
Table 2.2: Overview of selected voluntary certification schemes 
Source: Basso & al., 2012; Loconto & Dankers, 2014 
 
 
Fairtrade International: focus on social equity 
 FTI promotes better trading conditions and empowering the 
producers. Increases in productivity are not primarily aimed at. 
 Includes a premium, large variety of services and a global label. 
 Standards are claimed to be set by FTI and smallholders together. 




European Union Organic Farming: focus on environment 
 EUOF minimize the human impact on environment in production 
by ensuring the production system operates completely naturally. 
 Includes a premium, limited services and a regional label. 
 Standards are set by the EU. 
 Verification by a third party accredited by the EU. 
 
 
FTI has developed already from the 1960s arising from the tensions of market liberalization, 
openness and protection between developed and developing countries. FTI establishes a 
framework of standards for economic, social and environmental conditions of production and aims 
to reduce global inequality. The framework is based on generic principles, complemented by 
product-specific criteria where appropriate. Generic standards oblige the smallholders to organize 
themselves in cooperatives following democratic and participative structures. For smallholders 
employing workers, proper labor conditions must be met. Trade standard obliges the buyers to 
pay minimum prices, a social premium, provide pre-financing if requested and commit to a long-
term relationship. Environmental criteria are included in the product-specific standards.  A unique 
feature of the scheme is its pricing system. FTI sets a minimum price for all commodities, which 
can also be lower than the current reference market price with potential quality differentials. The 
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social premium is added and paid to the cooperative to be invested back to the community. 
Principles of the FTI standards for beekeeping are listed in Annex 2 and the FTI pricing system is 
illustrated in Annex 3. [Nicholls & Opal, 2005; Marques Vieira & Maia, 2009; Blowfield & Dolan, 
2010; Loconto & Dankers, 2014; Valkila, 2014] 
 
Organic production has developed since 1920s as a reaction to increased use of inputs in 
conventional agriculture. EUOF is defined as an overall food production system combining the 
best environmental practices, high level of biodiversity, preservation of natural resources, 
application of high animal welfare and production practices in line with the preferences of certain 
consumers. The organic sector should pursue the objective of ensuring fair competition and 
maintaining consumer confidence in products labelled as EUOF. In sum, organic production is an 
environmentally friendly, low-intensity production practice. Unlike FTI, organic production is not 
governed by any single global initiative. Due to historical reasons, many countries have developed 
their national standards. In 2010, 74 countries with national standards and 27 countries in the 
drafting process were reported. The organic production practices in terms of beekeeping, 
however, are aligned. Principles of the EUOF standards for organic beekeeping are listed in 
Annex 4. Like FTI, also EUOF takes charge over the entire value chain. As demand for organic 
products in the EU exceeds supply, accredited third parties verify producers also in the developing 
countries, including Uruguay. [EUR-Lex, 2014; Läpple, 2010; Willer & Kilcher, 2011; Loconto & 
Dankers, 2014] 
 
2.3.3 Literature of impact pathways of voluntary certification schemes 
To support the conclusions to be derived from this study, a brief literature review on how the 
voluntary certification schemes impact in value chains is necessary. Impact assessment of 
affiliation in voluntary certification schemes in global value chains, most importantly in FTI and 
EUOF, is widespread. Impact pathways can be roughly divided in three categories: revenue 
distribution, governance and smallholders. Based on a number of rigorously selected papers [e.g. 
Becchetti & Castriota, 2009; Valkila, 2010], the most consistent impacts can be drawn. No studies 
conducted by the initiatives themselves have been included. Most research on impacts, however, 
focuses on commodity groups traded globally in larger volumes than honey such as coffee and 
bananas. It should be taken into account the impacts are highly context-specific and therefore 
only indicative guidelines to support this study can be drawn. 
 
Based on empirical evidence, affiliation increases total revenue along a value chain, but the 
additional revenue is unevenly distributed. Benefits generally accumulate in the downstream, but 
the governance structure plays an important role. Costs generally increase and the price 
premiums used to cover these costs typically lead in investments without increased revenues. 
[Mendoza & Bastiaensen, 2003; Kilian & al., 2005; Roquigny & al., 2008; Liu, 2009; Sexsmith & 





While voluntary certification schemes may generate alternative value chains [Riisgard & al., 2008; 
Marques Vieira & Maia, 2009], impacts on conventional chains seem limited. Impacts generally 
appear to depend on the most powerful actor’s characteristics, capabilities and position. Tijaja 
[2013] argues voluntary certification schemes have both positive and negative impacts on 
innovation and consequently on upgrading in value chains. Striving towards high standards would 
positively affect capabilities, while frequently updated standards seem to lock actors with low 
capabilities in captive structures. Knorringa & Pegler [2006] found that if each potential supplier 
with limited bargaining power pursue upgrading by investing in capabilities to comply with the 
standards, the achieved capabilities may become the new industry standard not resulting in 
additional revenues. 
 
Becchetti & Castriota [2009] studied how anticipated payments, enhanced interaction between 
producers and training courses affected productivity and transition to optimal production level 
within a Chilean honey cooperative affiliated in FTI. They concluded the FTI promoted economic 
stability as a consequence of a range of investments resulting in increased production and export 
volumes made possible by more stable prices and volumes supplies. Liquidity shortages were 
avoided. Producers did benefit from services such as technical assistance, training courses and 
credit. Based on a comparison between a treatment and a control group, FTI affiliated beekeepers 
were both larger in size and relatively more productive. Affiliated beekeepers increased 
productivity through anticipated payments and favorable financing conditions, but an active 
participation on training courses ultimately distinguished them from the control group. Beekeepers 
with a strong sense of independence, however, demonstrated resistance towards social 
obligations and commitment to sell a large part of their honey to the cooperative. 
 
Aguiar [2006] studied small businesses in Brazil affiliated in FTI, including honey cooperatives, 
and found producers able to capture the principles of the scheme to operate on a more 
sustainable basis. They were found more successful in overcoming market barriers and 
accessing different markets. Econometric analyses of Becchetti & al. [2008] over FTI affiliated 
banana and coffee cooperatives in Peru revealed that years of affiliation significantly correlated 
positively to increases in productivity, professional self-esteem and self-evaluated standard of 
living. Ronchi [2006] found that FTI affiliation helped coffee producers in Costa Rica to increase 
their market power, but the benefits were mainly due to vertical integration. It was concluded the 
decision whether to participate or not should be based on other information regarding possible 
costs and benefits. Valkila [2014] found the FTI affiliated coffee producers in Nicaragua had been 
successful despite their recent challenges, due to reduced price risk. It was found, however, that 
FTI cannot protect producers from all risks, such as losses in production due to weather. It was 
also found some affiliated producers are trapped in poverty due to the small volume of production. 
Becchetti & Costantino [2008] reported agricultural producers in Kenya affiliated in FTI to enjoy a 
superior product and trade channel diversification, price stability and insurance services. They 




Whereas affiliation in FTI seems to improve the power of producers, it may create negative 
externalities in terms of the wellbeing of non-affiliated producers [Neilson & Pritchard, 2010; 
Kaplinsky, 2010]. Affiliated producers may also become dependent from the benevolence of 
socially responsible consumers, unless the affiliation in a scheme is aimed at capacity building to 
tackle rivalry in the markets [Becchetti & Castriota, 2009]. Nelson & Pound [2009] conducted a 
literature review over the impacts of FTI on smallholders. They generalized five frequently cited 
benefits: a minimum price leading to increased revenues; improved economic stability; improved 
access to credit, pre-finance and creditworthiness; facilitation of the transition to organic 
production; and an improved access to export markets. Evidence on spillover impacts of 
organizational and management capacity promoted by FTI was found on conventional markets in 
terms of more competitive pricing and labor conditions. 
 
Walaga & Hauser [2005], Bolwig & al. [2009] and Halberg & al. [2009] all identified similar impacts 
of organic production on smallholders. Without specifying the scheme, organic production seems 
to increase revenues through a received premium and expand smallholders’ livelihood asset base 
and resilience in different ways, depending on the institutional context. Affiliation may reduce the 
need for expensive inputs simultaneously reducing the risk of indebtedness. Meeting the 
verification fee and complying with added quality requirements, however, are likely to undermine 
the advantages of participation. 
 
Regardless of the initiative, voluntary certification schemes tend to replicate some general 
impacts. For instance, Sexsmith & Potts [2009] studied the economic impacts of affiliation in 
schemes in value chains of coffee, fish and timber. Smallholders had improved administrative and 
technical abilities, closer collaboration with other actors in chains and synergies with other 
affiliated smallholders. Marginalized smallholders, however, were found not to benefit due to 
oversupplies of labelled products limiting the collaboration with other actors. Collective action was 
found important in order to materialize the benefits. Across the studied sectors, market access 
and trading security were listed as the most consistent economic benefits for smallholders. On 
the other hand, Stigzelius & Mark-Herbert [2009] argue smallholders as suppliers find themselves 
in complex situations where they have to meet many standards inspected by many auditors. 
Standards are often implemented top-down by external bodies with little understanding of their 
purpose among upstream actors. Standard setting bodies as external governors may influence 
the terms of chain participation, but the power of actors in developing countries regarding the 
standard setting has been questioned [e.g. Gibbon & Bolwig, 2007; Tijaja, 2013; Valkila, 2014]. 
 
Loconto & Dankers [2014] conducted a profound literature review over the costs and benefits of 
affiliation in voluntary certification schemes. They conclude the trend is towards increases in both 
costs and benefits. Of all ten different schemes studied, FTI and organic production were found 
as most consistently profitable. These schemes were also found applied in parallel in many cases, 
especially in Latin America. Ruben & Zúñiga [2011] affirm most substantial gains are achieved in 
organic schemes while the direct additional income from FTI is modest. The social premium 
included in the FTI, however, was not taken into account. The importance of how the premium is 
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channeled to benefit members, can play a significant role. In terms of organic production, the 
scheme was found to result in initial yield declines due to the conversion period when production 
decreases and no price premium is received. Basso & al. [2012] further generalize the advantages 
of affiliation in voluntary certification schemes as better management of resources and 
investments in infrastructure on the community level; better financial and economic viability, 
organizational capacities and political leverage on the cooperative level; and better product 
quality, enhanced market access, training and improved income on the level of an individual 
smallholder. As drawbacks, however, they list the continued marginalization of smallholders on 
the community level; compliance costs, lack of working capital and inefficiency on the cooperative 
level; and additional investments, administrative efforts, higher cost of labor and the loss of 
premium if products are sold to the conventional market. 
 
To conclude the review, benefits of all schemes are constrained by the relatively small proportions 
of total production that can be sold under the scheme. Producers of FTI, for instance, commonly 
sell only around 30% under the scheme [Ruben & al., 2008]. The range though, varies between 
0% and 90% according to the latest figures from FTI [2014b]. 
 
2.5 Summary 
Theoretical underpinnings introduced above form a mutually reinforcing conceptual framework for 
further application in this thesis. Humphrey & Napier [2005] proposed the chain metaphor as a 
preferable basis to assess the impacts of voluntary certification schemes in value chains in 
developing countries. Mitchell & al. [2011] propose the chain metaphor as a useful tool to trace 
patterns of global production, link geographically dispersed activities and actors of a single 
industry, and determine the roles they play in developing and developed countries. In this thesis, 
however, the chain metaphor serves as a theoretical core in pursuit of a more sustainable 
livelihood of the beekeepers in Uruguay. The chain metaphor helps to identify the governance 
structure, level of coordination and power asymmetry in a value chain. Perceiving conventions as 
governance tools helps to understand these mechanisms in empiria. Level of coordination and 
power asymmetry, more than anything, further helps to identify action points and the feasibility of 
different upgrading strategies. On the other hand, integration of smallholders in value chains starts 
at home, emphasizing the importance of baseline conditions represented as the livelihood asset 
core and shaped by the surrounding institutional and economic frameworks. These underpinnings 





Figure 2.3: Theoretical framework of the study 
Source: Applied from DFID, 1999; Gereffi & al., 2005; Ahmed & al., 2011; Riisgaard & al., 2010 
 
The framework intends to model a complex reality and can be approached either top-down or 
bottom-up. All three levels are interconnected. The model provides only a heuristic snapshot at a 
point of time, but helps understanding the current state of the research object in order to help 
developing a better state. Level 1 identifies how the global value chain is controlled [answers to 
Rq1]. Level 2 identifies the upgrading strategies available to smallholders in the chain on level 1 
[answers to Rq3 & Rq4]. Voluntary certification schemes apply to the group of upgrading strategies 
aiming to improve coordination. Level 3 identifies the feasibility of the different upgrading 
strategies on level 2 [answers to Rq2]. Vulnerability is present particularly on levels 2 and 3 since 
it shapes the access to livelihood assets and the feasibility of upgrading strategies. The 
institutional context consisting of the transforming structures and processes is present on all the 
three levels. Institutional context shapes the structure of the value chain, access to livelihood 




3. Context of the study 
3.1 Beekeeping as a livelihood 
To understand beekeepers, beekeeping should be understood. To understand beekeeping, bees 
should be understood. As natural resources, bees are vital components of our ecosystems. 
Ecosystems, such as forests, need bees for their own reproduction. As many species of fruit and 
seed are generated by pollination, bees increase the biodiversity and life-enhancing capacity of 
an ecosystem. Only a few species of bees show social abilities and collect nectar from flowering 
plants to convert it as honey. Bees produce honey to serve as a food reserve to cover periods of 
weak flowering or adverse climate. The specie most often kept for commercial purposes is Apis 
mellifera. The geographically dispersed races of this specie, however, differ both biologically and 
in behavior. [Bradbear, 2009; Van der Sluijs & al., 2014] 
 
Bees are most often associated with honey, but produce also secondary products and provide 
ecosystem services. Secondary products include e.g. beeswax, propolis, pollen, and royal jelly. 
Services include e.g. pollination and maintenance of biodiversity [Bradbear, 2004]. Main products, 
honey and beeswax, are valued by markets, but the valuation of services is more complicated. In 
2008, the global value of insect pollination was estimated at USD 212 billion, ~9.5% of the total 
value of agricultural production [Gallai & al, 2009]. 
 
Bees have been lately reported to face threats of relatively recent realization: loss of habitats, 
climate change and pests. The fragmentation of habitats as a result of changes in land use have 
decreased the variety of natural food supply. Changes in land use have also introduced systemic 
pesticides used in agriculture, seriously damaging e.g. bees’ nerves and motor skills. Loss of 
habitats forms the greatest threat faced by pollinators, but climate change resulting in warmer 
weather will exacerbate the danger globally. Climate change is expected to increase natural 
threats such as pests, and climate variability with negative consequences on the availability of 
floral resources, among others. Varroa destructor is an economically devastating pest of Apis 
mellifera, also considered as one of the greatest threats of beekeeping worldwide. The pest 
spreads a mortal virus and occurs nearly everywhere. These three factors are suspected to have 
a synergistic effect responsible for the global decline of bee populations. Colonies have declined 
worldwide, for instance by more than 53% in Brazil since the beginning of the 1990s. [Gallai & al., 
2009; Rosenkranz & al., 2010; Schäfer & al., 2010; Kjøhl & al., 2011; Reddy & al., 2012; IPCC, 
2014; Van der Sluijs, 2014]. 
 
Beekeeping enables the exploitation of bees for valuable products without necessarily damaging 
the colonies. As a livelihood, however, beekeeping is complex to define. Is beekeeping 
agriculture, animal husbandry or horticulture? Are beekeepers gatherers, farmers or rural 
dwellers? In fact, beekeeping does not fit well into any of the sectorial divides of rural development 
[Bradbear, 2009]. Globally, beekeeping is practiced not only in various ways, but for different 
reasons. Mainly bees are kept to harvest honey or to ensure the success of agricultural crops by 
pollination. In Kenya, bees have been used as a living fence to keep elephants away from 
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smallholdings [Vollrath & Douglas-Hamilton, 2002]. To practice beekeeping, only bees, floral 
resources and modest equipment are required. To practice beekeeping commercially, also skills 
and knowledge on technical and commercial aspects, as well as access to credit are listed as 
generic requirements [Bradbear, 2004]. 
 
3.2 Honey as a commodity 
3.2.1 Features 
Honey is the main product derived from beekeeping both in terms of production volume and trade 
value. FAO defines honey as a good of biological origin other than wood, derived from forests, 
other wooded land or trees outside the forest. Codex Alimentarius defines honey as the natural 
sweet substance produced by honey bees from the nectar of plants or from secretions of living 
parts of plants, which the bees collect, transform, deposit, dehydrate, store and leave in the honey 
comb to ripen and mature. Honey is typically regarded as a food for human consumption. [FAO, 
1999; Codex Alimentarius, 2001; Bradbear, 2004; Faostat, 2014] 
 
Vegetation where the bees forage the nectar is the determinant of color, consistency and aroma 
of honey. Foraging radius varies between 2 km and 5 km. Distances up to 14.4 km, however, 
have been recorded. Honey is ~80% sugar, but contains a rich diversity of minor constituents 
such as minerals, vitamins and proteins. Mineral elements are generally more frequent in darker 
honeys. Rest is mainly water, average content being 17.2% [13.4%-22.9%]. Pollen is a minor 
component of most honeys. A single composition of honey does not exist. [White & al., 1962; 
Crane, 1980; Bradbear, 2009] 
 
Honey with water content above 20% is prone to ferment. Granulation is a natural process of most 
honeys, but if the honey is liquefied, it has to be heated. Constituents in honey are used to assess 
its quality. Levels of hydroxymethylfurfural [HMF] and diastase value are used to indicate the level 
the honey has been heated since flavor and minor constituents are vulnerable to heating above 
35°C. Honey is a stable commodity and remains wholesome for years, problems occur if honey 
is harvested before being ripe, stored improperly, overheated or contaminated. [Bradbear, 2009; 
Boffo & al., 2012] 
 
Due to these rather unique features, no globally applied trade standard for honey exists. Attempts 
to establish one have turned out unsuccessful since composition depends on many variables, 
including vegetation, climate, bees and beekeeping practices. Honey, however, can be 
categorized by origin, harvesting and processing method or intended use. On the other hand, 
consumers tend to perceive quality based on color, consistency and aroma, all dependent on the 





In 2012, more than 1.5 MT of honey was produced globally, indicating the volume has doubled 
since 1970s. The increase is clearly linked with the increase in number of hives. China produced 
28%, leaving the rest of the countries to produce less than 6% each. The second largest producer 
was Turkey, followed by Argentina. The EU produced 12% and the US 4%. Main consumers were 
China and the EU by 21% both, followed by the US by 13%. Consumption patterns have been 
fairly stable in the EU and the US, but in China the proportion still in 2001 was only 12%. Per 
capita, the EU consumed 0.641 kg, the US 0.636 kg and China 0.245 kg. 
 
In 2013, exports and imports of the world were 0.54 MT. Main exporters were China [23%], 
Argentina [12%] and Mexico [6%], main importers the EU [31%], the US [~28%] and Japan by 
[7%]. In the EU, Germany has traditionally received the vast majority of the imports. Common to 
Germany is to buy honey to be processed and exported once again. Other main importers are 
the UK and Belgium. Despite France does have a large market for honey, it is not characterized 
by imports, but with domestic production of honeys of high quality. [CBI, 2011; Faostat, 2014; 
Comtrade, 2014] 
 
The overview above suggests the EU and the US represent the most attractive markets for 
exporters. During the 21st century, however, frequent import restrictions set by these giants have 
characterized the dynamics of the global marketplace for honey. Restrictions have been strict 
particularly towards the main exporters, China and Argentina, resulting in constant shocks on 
global trade and prices. Between 2002 and 2004, the EU banned both Chinese and Argentinean 
imports due to traces of antibiotics found in honey. In 2005, the global prices fell by 40% when 
the two countries were able to enter the market once again. In 2011, the EU temporarily banned 
imports from many countries, including these two due to discoveries of GM organisms in pollen. 
Argentinean honey was instead imported by the US, but obviously at discounted prices. Between 
2008 and 2009, the US was active in restricting the access of Chinese honey due to its gross 
undervaluation and suspected honey laundering. Laundering refers to an illegal act where honey 
is mislabeled to a different origin or transshipped through another country. [Becchetti & Castriota, 
2009; CBI, 2011; EC, 2013; Skamberg, 2014] 
 
Both the EU and the US produce significant amounts of honey, but cannot cover their own 
consumption. After 2004 and 2007 when several East European countries entered the EU, the 
self-sufficiency in the region increased to exceed 60%. The self-sufficiency has remained fairly 
stable ever since. In the US, the self-sufficiency has been around 40% and remained stable over 
the last five years. There is a constant demand for honey produced elsewhere. An important 
notion is that both the EU and the US are also exporters of honey, which can be explained by the 
presence of different varieties of honey in the markets. For instance, monofloral honeys of high 
value are produced and exported from the EU since their extraction is difficult in some other parts 
of the world. Imports are typically polyfloral honeys and bought as bulk. [Bradbear, 2009; EC, 




Unlike many other commodities in global value chains, honey is not traded on a stock exchange 
[McAdam, 2007]. Plotting the development of global prices for honey the same way as for coffee 
and sugar is simply not possible. Demand and supply are the main determinants, but some 
regularities exist. Statistics indicate the development and determination of prices in a global 
marketplace for honey with many suppliers and only two large buyers [Statistical annex 1]. 
 
The dominative presence of China in the global market has some important outcomes. China’s 
proportion of global exports and prices well below other exporters’ prices also press the average. 
As mentioned above, gross undervaluation already has become an issue, but still characterizes 
the market. An interesting example comes from New Zealand, which exports a monofloral honey 
of high value, the mānuka honey, praised by the Englishmen. The global price market can 
therefore be seen as two-tiered: one based on the cheap and low quality honey from China and 
another based on more expensive and high quality honey from Europe and South America. 
[Stephens, 2006; CBI, 2011; Phipps, 2014] 
 
Most honey in the global marketplace is pure honey [~85%], but conventional. The market for 
these honeys is very competitive and margins low. National markets can roughly be divided in 
large but saturated, and small but growing markets. Most western nations represent large markets 
characterized by high consumption per capita, slow market growth, large variety in products and 
strong international competition. Germany and the UK serve as examples. Instead, Poland, 
Czech Republic and Slovakia represent these smaller markets characterized by low consumption 
per capita and little variation in products. The smaller markets also receive strong competition 
from the informal markets. [McAdam, 2007; CBI, 2011] 
 
To enter the main markets of the world, stringent safeguards must be passed. The EU in particular 
has been active in regulating the access of honey by categorizing and determining the 
composition of honey. These statutory standards are frequently updated, transparent and form 
an exhaustive list [Annex 5], providing only little leeway to suppliers in developing countries. To 
export into the EU, the exporting country must be on a list of third countries, each batch must be 
certified by an authorized veterinary officer of the exporting country and honey may enter only 
through an authorized border inspection post where an official veterinarian verify the batch and 
accompanying certificates. Unlike the EU, the US does not apply any import restrictions specific 
to honey. However, exporters must comply with the US food standards regarding food safety and 
the use of additives and veterinary medicines. The statutory standards, however, establish no 
more than the minimum requirements. Most importers go further in their company-specific 
requirements. [AQIS, 2010; CBI, 2011; CBI, 2012] 
 
In Uruguay, the first managed bee colony was brought into the country in 1834 by the president 
of Argentina, Bernardino Rivadavia. Rivadavia had long shown an interest in bringing agricultural 
development to the temperate grasslands around Río de la Plata, the largest estuary in South 
America. Since then, the production of honey in Uruguay has increased and the first batch of 
exports of honey left the country in 1960s. Annual average production per beehive since 1970s 
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has been around 38 kg, but the range varies between 15 kg and 60 kg. A key feature of the 
Uruguayan sector is that it exports more than 90% of its production. [Montero, 2010; Faostat, 
2014; Statistical annex 2] 
 
Compared to the regional competitors Argentina, Brazil and Chile, the Uruguayan sector is small 
in terms of volumes produced and exported. The volatility involved in production characterizes 
the Uruguayan beekeeping sector. The exportation, however, does not seem to have become an 
issue. Prices paid over Uruguayan honey follow the regional trend. Despite the rising middle class 
in Uruguay, the domestic consumption has not experienced any significant increases. Since 2000, 
imports have remained low or nonexistent [Comtrade, 2014]. 
 
As for the majority of countries exporting honey, the EU and the US have been the main 
destinations. Within the EU, the most important destination in terms of volume and continuity has 
been Germany by far. The EU was the main market for Uruguayan honey until 2011 [Statistical 
annex 3], but once the statutory regulation over the composition of honey in the EU rapidly 
changed, the focus shifted from the EU to the US. According to Phipps [2014], the US has been 
the preferred destination for most South American honeys due to the milder regulation and 
bureaucracy of entering the market, the weaknesses of the European economies and the since 
2009 developed relative arbitrage between the currencies in which the batches are paid. 
 
3.3 Uruguay at a glance 
With a population of 3.4 million and a terrestrial area of 176 016 km2, the Oriental Republic of 
Uruguay is one of the smallest countries in South America. The country lies in the southern 
hemisphere between 30° and 35° latitude. Based on Köppen classification, the climate is 
subtropical humid with an average temperature of the warmest month above 22°C. Uruguay is 
bordered by the Atlantic Ocean in the east, Argentina in the southwest and Brazil in the north. 
This constitutional republic became independent in 1825 and is led by a president. Administration 
is divided between 19 departmental governments, one being the metropolitan area of the capital 
city Montevideo. The division is illustrated in Figure 3.1. [DNE, 2014; Faostat, 2014; INE, 2014] 
 
 
Figure 3.1: Departments in Uruguay 
 25 
 
World Bank [2014a] classifies Uruguay as a non-OECD country with a high income level. GDP in 
2013 reached USD 16 352 per capita. The free market economy of the country has seen constant 
growth in the last years. The annual growth of the GDP slowed in 2009 [2.4%], but recovered 
already in 2010 [8.4%]. In 2013, the growth reached 4.4%. The GDP in 2013 stood mainly out of 
commerce [13%], manufacturing [11%], construction [9%] and primary production by [9%]. By 
end use, the GDP composed of exports by 25.8% and imports by -30.5%. The economy is 
characterized by its dependence on exports. Main export destinations in 2013 were Brazil [19%], 
China [14%] and Argentina [5%]. 95% of the terrestrial area applies for agricultural production 
and the main commodities exported from Uruguay are derivatives of agriculture. Main 
commodities exported were meat [14%], soy [14%], cereals [11%], cellulose [8%] and dairy 
products [8%]. Honey represented less than 0.4%. Uruguay is a member of the MERCOSUR and 
the G-20 coalition of developing countries pressing for flexibility in ambitious reforms of 
agriculture. [BCU, 2014; INE, 2014; WTO, 2014] 
 
The relatively stable and diversified inflows of FDIs can be seen as a clear strength of the local 
economy, representing almost 6% of the GDP in 2013. Current account deficits, ~3% of the GDP 
in 2013, have been covered by these inflows. Uruguay places among the top countries in the 
region in terms of FDI, but the vulnerability to local currency depreciation remains an issue. 42% 
of the public debt in 2013 was still dominated in foreign currency, mainly in USD. Inflation remains 
another issue. Based on the overall CPI in 2013, inflation was 8.5% and remained above the 
target band. Moreover, the economy is still vulnerable to slowdowns in its main export markets. 
[DB, 2013] 
 
Social indicators, such as low levels of income inequality and poverty accompanied with good 
governance from regional perspective serve as a basis for stability. The reliability and 
responsibility of the country’s macroeconomic management have helped to dodge intolerable 
shockwaves from external sources in the last years. The inflows of FDIs, as well as local 
investments in different economic sectors have served as an essential pillar for the growth and 
stability. FDIs in Uruguay are a consequence of investment incentives provided by the 
government. The regulatory investment framework with clear rules provides an equal treatment 
of both foreign and local investments including significant tax exemptions and benefits. To 
understand the elements, it is worth pointing out that legal security, high level of education of the 
local population, as well as the credibility of the local financial sector and other institutions have 




4. Methodology and data 
4.1 Qualitative method 
With an explorative purpose, the empirical part of this study was based on a qualitative research 
method. Qualitative approach tends to exclude all but one explanation and limits standardization 
of data and generalization of results, but provides rich insights of complex phenomena [Warren, 
2002; George & Bennet, 2005]. In fact, this study never was intended to produce a statistically 
valid sample of quantitative data. It was perceived more important to aim to describe the current 
state of the research object in order to create a new and better state, and include both the 
descriptive and normative tendencies. 
 
4.2 Data collection 
The data were collected during 2014 by conducting semi-structured thematic interviews. 
According to Warren [2002], semi-structured interviews are powerful research tools for conducting 
qualitative research. The researcher interacts directly with the participants aware of them being 
meaning-makers instead of passive research objects [e.g. Warren, 2002; Creswell, 2003]. The 
use of semi-structured interviews is flexible and allows additional fields of enquiry to be developed 
along the way to specify causes and backgrounds right after an unexpected response [UIAH, 
2007]. Being driven by the response, this development does not influence the direction of 
questioning. The order of how questions are asked may also vary [Warren, 2002], and so it did. 
 
Interviews were held with four respondent groups along the global value chain of honey originating 
from Uruguay. First, the representatives of three European importers [1.] were interviewed over 
telephone or Skype. The interviews were scheduled by e-mail and recorded in audio. Each of the 
three interviews took ~40 minutes. Representatives of two institutions [2.], members of three 
export agencies [3.] and the beekeepers in Uruguay [4.] were interviewed in face-to-face since 
this allows the most natural interaction and lead in more open expression, more accurate self-
generated responses and comfort [Shuy, 2002]. All face-to-face Interviews were scheduled by e-
mail or telephone and recorded in audiovisual since it was supposed to provide a wider scope of 
observation and increased authenticity and credibility of the data, as proposed by Vienola [2005]. 
Interviews with institutions and export agencies took ~35 minutes on average. 
 
At the time being, there were four cooperatives and eight individual beekeepers affiliated in 
Montes del Plata’s Program for Productive Integration [cf. Preface]. All cooperatives were 
interviewed, but only half of the individuals due to saturation of the answers [cf. Strauss & Corbin, 
1990]. Three interviews with cooperatives turned as group interviews, which was a positive 
outcome from the qualitative point of view since conversation arose naturally. Interviews with 
beekeepers took between 50 and 90 minutes. The language in which the Interviews were held 
was English for the Europeans and Spanish for the Uruguayans. A list of all respondents grouped 
in their consecutive respondent groups in a chronological order can be found below from Table 
4.1. Each respondent is denominated under a code to help their identification in the results. The 
dispersion of the respondents in Uruguay is illustrated right behind in Figure 4.1.  
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Table 4.1: List of respondents 
 Code Date Identification Type Country Department 
1. 
IM1 14.5. Supplier coordinator Telep. UK Tyne & Wear 
IM2 15.5. Sourcing director Skype UK Greater London 
IM3 20.5.  Purchase manager Telep. France Pyrénées-Atlantiques 
2. 
IS1 23.6.  MGAP correspondent F-t-F Uruguay Montevideo 
IS2 26.6. ADEXMI president  F-t-F Uruguay Montevideo 
3. 
EX1 23.6.  Sales manager F-t-F Uruguay Montevideo 
EX2 8.7.  Sales manager F-t-F Uruguay Paysandú 
EX3 15.7. Sales manager F-t-F Uruguay Flores 
4. 
CO1 1.7. Coop president F-t-F Uruguay Durazno 
CO2 23.7. Coop members [9] F-t-F Uruguay Paysandú 
CO3 23.7. Coop members [5] F-t-F Uruguay Río Negro 
CO4 25.7. Coop members [2] F-t-F Uruguay Colonia 
BK1 4.7. Beekeeper F-t-F Uruguay Durazno 
BK2 9.7. Beekeeper F-t-F Uruguay Paysandú 
BK3 9.7. Beekeeper F-t-F Uruguay Paysandú 
BK4 5.8. Beekeeper F-t-F Uruguay Rocha 
 
 
Figure 4.1: Respondents in Uruguay 
 
Each respondent was assured of confidentiality and encouraged to respond based on personal 
opinion and experience. They were acknowledged they were able to withdraw from the interview 
at any stage. Cover letters including a brief introduction of the purpose of the study and the 
researcher’s contact details were handed over. In fact, the interviews resulted in being more like 
conversations than interrogations, as typical to semi-structured interviews. Conversation helps 
responding the questions given and promotes the understanding of the responses [UIAH, 2007]. 
Each question was open-ended encouraging the participants to give longer responses, to allow 
them to interpret the question and to avoid asking leading questions. To maintain the flow of the 
conversation, occasional prompts were provided. The informal and conversational style of the 
interviews ensured the participants were not pressured and there was room left for additional 





Primary data used in this study were collected through these interviews. A few sheets of field 
notes were included. Acquiring general knowledge, however, is often perceived as a prerequisite 
to study development issues. Secondary data sources were very important to cover backgrounds 
[context, history, statistics, trends, evolution and organization] and to create models [previous 
studies, best practices and concepts]. Secondary data are used to support or oppose the 
conclusions drawn from the primary data. The data were collected from scientific journals, 
documents published by research organizations, books and public statistical databases. [UIAH, 
2007; Gereffi & Fernandez-Stark, 2011] 
 
4.3 Questionnaire design 
To conduct the study, a separate questionnaire was designed for each of the four respondent 
groups. The general design included the question with a few prompts below to be used if 
necessary to maintain the flow of conversation. The questionnaire for the European importers 
[Annex 6] issued the basic procedures of importation, standards and requirements applied for 
honey imports, the role of the selected schemes and expectations towards suppliers. Particular 
attention was paid on the potential demand of FTI and EUOF schemes. The questionnaire for the 
Uruguayan institutions [Annex 7] issued the basic procedures within the upstream of the honey 
chain, the role of the institution and general sectorial constraints and prospects. The questionnaire 
for the Uruguayan export agencies [Annex 8] was close of being the same as for the institutions, 
with the exception of issuing the export agency’s self-perceived value-addition along the chain. 
 
The most comprehensive questionnaire [Annex 9] was designed for the beekeepers. It contained 
29 questions structured in eight parts: identification; structure of the organization; production; 
beekeeping and harvesting; commercialization; social issues; financial issues; and development 
issues. Baseline conditions and constraints involved in beekeeping as a livelihood were paid 
attention on. To assess the readiness to adopt FTI and EUOF, critical issues in terms of 
compliance with their representative standards were reflected in the questionnaire design. To 
assess the prospects for future cooperation between Montes del Plata and the beekeepers, the 
final question was set in regard to expectations towards the company. For obvious reasons, 
questions regarding collective action were not asked from the individual practitioners. The main 





Figure 4.2: Main content and linkages between collected sets of data 
 
4.4 Validity and reliability 
Due to the value chain governance of honey, the nature of the gathered data resembles guidelines 
proposed to conduct basic development studies. Paul [2005] treated voluntary certification 
schemes as development projects and proposed a range of different types of methods. Majority 
of the proposed methods are qualitative, similar to the ones utilized in this study. Majority of 
development studies utilize qualitative approach due to the complexity of the issues [e.g. von 
Hagen & Alvarez, 2011; Loconto & Dankers, 2014]. In this sense, the collected set of data is 
typical to development studies. When taking into account the objective of the study, the collected 
data sets are derived from correct sources in order to answer the research questions. In the 
beginning, however, there was a clear ambiguity in regard to the setting and questions to be 
asked from different respondent groups, the research strategy in other words. Ambiguity was 
likely due to the researcher’s lack of experience, but as result, both the setting and the questions 
hit their targets better than expected. Based on these notions, the validity of the data is high. The 
nature of the study and the collected data through the chosen research method do match. 
 
During interviews, occasional prompts were provided to maintain the flow of conversation, but no 
fatal distortion due to leaded questions was observed. All participants expressed their opinions 
freely based on their personal opinion. Qualitative data sets are not intended to be statistically 
valid or reproducible. Therefore, extraction of results and analysis are based on researcher’s own 
observations and lived experiences, which obviously are off the reliability of the data. For a 
development study dealing with the everyday lives of people, it is also natural the results are 
reliable only at a given point of time. This would suggest the stability of the data is low. On the 





Regarding limitations in the data, it should be brought up that all beekeepers were affiliated with 
Montes del Plata, which of their livelihood could at least partially been dependent on. Beekeepers 
clearly responded more cautiously to questions in which the company could have been 
contributing negatively, questions regarding biodiversity and cooperation with the company for 
instance. Even though they responded more cautiously in these few questions, however, they 
were generally clear and direct in their expression. In addition, it became evident that each of the 
actors interviewed defended their own position and profession, as one could expect. Besides the 
fact all interviews were held in foreign languages to the researcher, the behavioral limitations due 
to the different cultural backgrounds of the respondents could be reflected in the collected data. 
By taking these aspects into consideration, potential limitations in the analysis can be avoided. 
 
Despite the sample of Uruguayan beekeepers constitutes of beekeepers affiliated with Montes 
del Plata, it should not be considered to decrease the reliability of the data to represent the wider 
society of beekeepers in Uruguay. Beekeepers accessing and/or renting lands to place their hives 
is nothing extraordinary in Uruguay these days. Many beekeepers and cooperatives were 
simultaneously affiliated with other private companies as well. Working with private landowners 
could be seen to form a small part of their everyday activities. Every single Uruguayan beekeeper 
or cooperative could also have affiliated with Montes del Plata. Obviously those who already had, 
have had an incentive to affiliate themselves, but they were still just as the vast majority of the 
Uruguayan beekeepers, as became evident through the conducted interviews and collected sets 
of data. 
 
In addition, regarding secondary data used in the background for this study, namely data sourced 
from statistical databases such as Eurostat, Faostat and Comtrade, must be treated with caution. 
Some of these databases provide trade data on imports and exports, in which more than a few 
contradictions can be pointed out. 
 
4.5 Data Analysis 
There is no single method standardized to analyze qualitative data. In this study, the qualitative 
data from semi-structured thematic interviews was treated according to the conventional steps 
included in content analysis. First the data was transcribed to enable reduction. Redundant data 
not necessary to answer the research questions was removed to display the data in a more 
organized form to facilitate further observation. These pieces of data were observed until 
synthesis. A synthesis aims to reinforce and generalize the results to offer a deeper understanding 
and interpretation of the data to answer the research questions and verify the conclusions based 
on the collected data. The different components of analysis were under a constant interaction, as 





Figure 4.3: Interactive components of qualitative data analysis 
Source: Miles & Huberman, 1994 
 
The analysis proceeded deductively, that is to say it is based on the theoretical underpinnings 
comprising the conceptual framework of the study. Based on the theoretical core, the data were 
categorized by themes. These themes were then further cleared according to various recurring 
characteristics, also known as typification. Typification was introduced to deepen the analysis and 
to simplify and generalize the results. Typification also enabled to take the most out of the 
collected data. 
 
In practice, the analysis was performed by printing out the transcribed interviews, choosing Stabilo 
Boss highlighters of different colors to respond each thematic category and analyzing through 
typification until synthesis. Analysis is closely connected with the reporting of the results by 
approaching the final conclusions step by step. In a qualitative study, the generalizability of the 
results is natural. In other words, each reader can personally assess the applicability and 





5. Main results 
5.1 The global honey chain from Uruguay 
5.1.1 Activities 
The conventional value chain of honey produced in Uruguay truly is global. The global honey 
chain from Uruguay to its main destinations, however, involves only a few transactions and has a 
relatively simple general structure, as illustrated in Figure 5.1. 
  
 
Figure 5.1: Global honey chain from Uruguay and activities performed by actors 
Source: Author’s calculation 
 
Despite there being only a few transactions, there are a lot of activities. To begin with, the role of 
input suppliers is important since they supply the basic inputs to practice beekeeping. Value is 
increasingly linked to these initial purchases. Depending on the scope of beekeeping as a 
livelihood, the frequency of necessary investments in inputs varies, but it became evident the 
costs per hive follow an upward trend. Wooden crates, suits, smokers and other equipment tend 
to serve for multiple years. Queens are replaced every 5 years. Wax is recycled, that is to say 
bought and sold, in regular intervals. The upward trend in costs, however, is largely due to the 
increased need to feed [sugar, syrup, vitamin, protein] and cure [chemical and organic medicine] 
the bees artificially to avoid nutrition shortages to maintain the reproduction and foraging activity 
of the colony. Rents paid on land to place the hives have also become more common than in the 
past. Main costs, however, occur in terms of gasoline and labor. To expand the scope of 
beekeeping, practically the only way is to purchase more hives. The benefits of expansion, 
however, do not realize since costs currently increase almost in linear. The following words from 
the beekeepers reflect the current state as following: 
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 “It also depends on the economy… Sometimes you cannot invest, because it is not 
profitable… and buying more hives is not enough to provide any lift… The more hives 
you have, also the investments are more expensive. There is more risk involved in these 
days.” - BK3 
 
 “If we aggregate the costs of gasoline, medication and nutrition of the bee, there is nothing 
left to ourselves when the season ends. […] That is when you should be at your 
wealthiest.” - CO3 
 
Honey is produced by the beekeepers. Hives are placed according to the seasonal flowerings, 
access to lands, distance and possible threats for the colony or the quality of honey. Hives are 
managed according to the valid national practices approved by MGAP. Colonies are fed and 
cured only if necessary, but control over mites and viruses on colonies clearly has accelerated 
from the past. Honey is harvested 3 or 4 times in a year and extracted at an extraction room. Both 
harvests and extraction often involve seasonal labor. 
 
In Uruguay, each beekeeper, extraction room, barrel of honey and export agency is obliged to 
register to MGAP to meet the statutory standards regarding traceability. Initiated in 2006, the 
traceability system obliges beekeepers to register annually to MGAP through an online form. Each 
extraction room in the country must also be registered and pass annual inspections. Extraction is 
allowed only in rooms approved by DILAVE and registered by MGAP. The system has increased 
bureaucracy, but is expected to benefit the sector as a whole due to the standard most exporting 
countries do not have. This standard on the other hand facilitates foreign exchange and allows 
rapid share of information if necessary. The business of beekeeping in Uruguay is highly cyclical, 
as illustrated in Table 5.1. The behavior of the bees is driven by the flowerings. Consequently, 
the beekeeping sector has to follow this natural cycle. Flowerings dictate many factors such as 




Table 5.1: Annual beekeeping cycle in Uruguay 
Source: Author’s calculation 
 Spring Summer Autumn Winter 
 Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug 
Flowering Woodland Meadow Eucalyptus - 
Nectar 
Large variety, mainly: 
Acacia spp. 
Citrus spp. 










Color Amber White Brown - 
Management 
Hives placed on 
natural woodlands or 
forest plantations. 






Hives transferred on 
meadows. 


















Bees do not forage actively. 
Registration to MGAP. 
Materials prepared. 
Queens replaced every 5 
years. 
Bees fed to secure 
reproduction of the colony. 
Mites and viruses chemically 
controlled. 
Preparation and registration 
of the extraction room, if any. 
Participation on training 
courses. 
Harvests 1 1-2 1 0 
Income + ++ ++ --- 
Exports Low season High season Low 
 
Beekeepers in Uruguay can be roughly divided in large, medium and small practitioners. Large 
own more than thousand, medium a couple of hundred and small less than two hundred hives. 
Beekeepers with more hives tend to sell their production directly to an export agency, while a 
proportion of beekeepers are organized in cooperatives. Cooperatives in Uruguay greatly differ 
in structure, size, available resources and professionalism. Benefits are the economies of scale. 
Some only split the input costs, that is to say they buy more at once at lower prices. Some better-
organized cooperatives tend to aggregate sales to gain power to negotiate over prices. Statutory 
regulation [Law 17.777; Law 18.407] obliges the cooperatives to organize themselves 
democratically in annual general assemblies for the election of administrative bodies. Everyday 
administration in cooperatives was also found to employ labor. 
 
Not all, but most cooperatives have their own extraction rooms to serve members, but the service 
may also be sold forward to help cover the maintenance costs. Machinery is simple, but must be 
replaced every once and a while. Extracted honey is packed in new barrels of 200 L, ~300 kg 
when filled with pure honey. ~70 barrels is enough to fill a sea container, the minimum volume to 
be exported. Cooperatives and some large individual practitioners could reach volumes to export 
directly, but still the vast majority sells honey to one of the few export agencies in the country. 
Around 80% of all honey leaving the country passes one of the four main export agencies [UEU, 
2014. The conventional chain practically passes an export agency nearly without any 
exceptions. Small individuals always have the option of selling to the internal market, which is 
very small and therefore clearly cannot serve everybody. For the cooperatives aggregating sales, 




 “We always sell directly to an export agency. There are some producers who produce 
only little and sell to the internal market, but in our cooperative we have never done it. 
Neither have we ever sold directly to an importer in another country.” - CO1 
 
Some resistance towards the idea of integrating vertically in the value chain was observed among 
the cooperatives. Indeed, exportation involves several activities far beyond beekeeping per se. 
Large importers prefer to buy large batches of honey at once to facilitate the buying process, 
minimize the transaction costs and deliver economies of scale. An export agency collects honey 
from beekeepers as the cooperatives do, but typically has more sophisticated equipment to 
classify honeys according to color. As mentioned, color is an important determinant of value since 
the main export markets have different preferences and value honeys differently based on their 
color. An importer in the EU prefers to buy slightly darker honeys whereas very light honeys are 
preferred in the US. At the time being, very light honeys were reported to deliver the highest value. 
 
Besides classifying honey, most export agencies have small laboratories to conduct basic 
analyses. Analyses in an early phase also prevent shocks such as trade restrictions to occur in 
latter phases. After a couple of recent shocks in Uruguay, the national authorities pay attention 
on prevention by obliging each batch to apply certifications to ensure compliance with the 
international standards laid over food security, animal health and product quality. To close a deal, 
importers commonly require a sample to be sent before accepting any shipment. Indeed, issues 
concerning food safety and quality do characterize the foreign exchange related to honey, as one 
can interpret from the following citations of the representative of a large importer and the president 
of ADEXMI: 
 
 “So we have some panels, some people eating hundreds of honeys they need to 
compare, to give some notes, to determine what can be done to honey and what cannot 
be done, etc. So we have many parameters, many physical, many chemical parameters, 
and to analyze, 2, 3 or 4 analyzes per batch, because being analyzed… As I told you with 
the first sample the seller is sending… When we receive the honey we take some 
samples and compare them with the first sample we received, and then we are in the 
packing line, we are doing it again, and in the middle and in the end of the packing line 
some analyses. When the honey is going out of the company it has been analyzed 
4 times, at least 3 times. Most of the time 4 times. So this 11 people in the lab are doing 
a lot of work to ensure the quality of the honey.” - IM3 
 
 “These days we do not sell honey. We sell certificates of analysis.” - IS2 
 
Prior to sending any samples, an importer obviously must first be located. Export agencies, 
however, tend to have these networks already in place. Due to this complexity involved in 
commerce with honey, it was found the importers clearly do prefer fluency and security provided 
by the well-established export agencies. An importer in the UK reflected the issue of sourcing 
from third countries as following: 
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 “Okay, in these countries you have to go a bit skeptical with the export agencies and the 
cooperatives. I cannot say how they are now in Montevideo, but I have been there a 
couple of times and they know how the exportation works. I would not waste my time 
in going to visit a beekeeper in Fray Bentos or somewhere else in the country to see that 
everything works as it should…” - IM2 
 
In the EU, an importer is commonly a packer and a distributor as a single unit. In the US, an 
importer was reported to be more of a wholesaler to distribute the honey forward to local packers. 
So to say, additional transactions can take place in latter phases. However, costs and 
responsibilities in shipping are commonly divided in accordance to FOB or CFR. It was also 
confirmed nearly all honey shipped from Uruguay is sold as bulk. Once imported, honey is 
processed, commonly blended with other honeys of different origins to restore features of a 
consumer brand for instance, packed and distributed forward in the downstream of the global 
honey chain. Bulking, on the other hand, indicates that it is difficult for the Uruguayans to 
differentiate themselves in the conventional chain, as also confirmed by a quote from an importer 
in the UK: 
 
 “But yes… it tends to be Eucalyptus honey… And to be honest with you, I do not want to 
point any negative senses towards Uruguayan honey, far from it, but I cannot provide 
any particular premium for it. It is very good quality honey, but the fact of the matter is 
that the supermarkets over here will not pay a premium for Uruguayan honey, or 
Argentine, over Brazilian.” - IM2 
 
As an overall notion, large buyers indeed tend to apply more strict standards than the statutory 
ones over the composition of honey. Lower contents of HMF and H2O, for instance, enable leeway 
to packers to increase them in processing. Honey can then be packed under a multitude of brands 
and distributed to be used by other industries, possibly abroad, or sold through conventional retail 
channels. This is where the global honey from Uruguay really fragments for the first time. The 
regional consumer preferences clearly dictate the demand of honey throughout the chain. The 
results affirm, however, the quality of honey to have two rather distinct dimensions, the other 
based on trade criteria and another on consumer criteria, further interpretable from the following 
expression of a French importer: 
 
 “Around 80%, 85% is under our own trademark and the consequence of the quality what 
is in the jar is directly linked with the trademark. If we want to have a credible trademark, 
which is a synonym of quality… It is very important that there is no doubt for the 
consumer… Or people buying jars under our trademark that they will find the quality… 
And the quality for us is at the consumer level of course! Quality is done by the bees 
and the beekeepers of course, but the selection we can make is at the consumer 




5.1.2 Value creation for Uruguayan honey  
Only rough estimates can be drawn regarding the value created between the transactions since 
margins in the upstream experience certain seasonality and most honey in the market is 
conventional. The dilemma of conventional honey is that actually such a thing as conventional 
honey does not exist, resulting in a large amount of less obvious trade quality differentials with 
different premiums paid over them. In the downstream, consumer expectations for quality 
differences with different price premiums paid over them may radically affect the prices paid by 
consumers in different parts of the world. 
 
Beekeepers generally reported to overcome the costs laid in inputs if 20 kg of honey is produced 
per hive per year. Export agencies in the internal market were generally reported to have paid 
between USD 2.40 and 3.50 of 1 kg of already extracted honey in the last two years. The tendency 
in prices was clearly upward due to low yields. Average prices received by the beekeepers in the 
previous season were reported slightly above USD 3.00 as the following quotes illustrate:  
 
 ”It always depends a bit, this year for example we had less honey, but better prices to 
compensate the losses in production. It can vary between USD 2.50 and 3.45. If you 
reach 20 kg, you should overcome the costs with these higher prices.” - CO4 
 
 “The lasts three, four, five years… The price has remained rather stable, above USD 
2.40, 2.50 per kg. Ten to fifteen years ago they paid us less than USD 1.00, though the 
relation between the currency and the costs was different than nowadays. But now there 
are better prices.” - CO1 
 
Since the average price lays around USD 3.00 and the average export price from Uruguay in 
2013 was USD 3.16 [Statistical annex 2], there is not much value left to the export agency. In fact, 
the monetary value created and added by an export agency was found very modest, nearly 
nonexistent. Both the export agencies and beekeepers organized in cooperatives spoke about 
the same issue. Members of the cooperatives were generally aware of the low value-addition 
accompanied with increased workload and vulnerability, which also largely repelled them from 
stepping up the chain. Lower transaction costs, however, were perceived as an advantage.  
These issues became evident by comparing the following phrases of a sales manager of an export 
agency and a member of a cooperative with almost sufficient resources to start with exportation: 
 
 “An export agency does not add any value to the product. But yes, the agency is a tool 
in a way formed from the beekeepers’ point of view. In Uruguay there are no beekeepers, 
or in a few cases yes, but the vast majority does not have the infrastructure in place to 
become exporters. Only a few larger beekeepers or cooperatives may have it, those who 
have the knowledge and the tools, and the financial capacity to become exporters. […] 
But to gain success, it also requires time. And because almost no value is added… But it 




 “These days, we know a few beekeepers who export directly, but it seems to us the price 
they have received does not justify the increased workload necessary to do it. Neither 
have we enough of production anymore… According to our calculations, the cost of direct 
exportation is USD 0.50 per kg, not more. The international market price is around USD 
4.00 per kg, which would leave us USD 3.50 per kg. An export agency pays us USD 3.40 
per kg of honey with much less necessary work from our side. Therefore, it does not pay 
off. What is left is what the agency gains.” - CO3 
 
Most value along the global honey chain is created in the shipment, which was reported to 
constitute as one of the main costs for the importers since importing honey often involves taxes 
and paperwork in customs, particularly in the EU. The level of taxation varies among exporting 
and importing countries, but the most common grade was reported at 17.3%. The scope of the 
study did not include any determination of consumer prices, but according to a study conducted 
by the EC [2013], the average price of different qualities of honey in the German market fluctuated 
between USD 10.00 and 20.00. The analysis suggests the vast majority of the value is therefore 
still created in the downstream. 
 
5.1.3 Governance structure in the global honey chain 
Global honey chain from Uruguay is predominantly driven by relatively few, but dominant buyers 
in the EU and the US. Buyers bear the highest control over activities along the chain by setting 
their own trade and quality standards often stricter than the statutory regulation. Correspondingly, 
the entire Uruguayan beekeeping sector is dependent on a few export markets and obliged to 
adapt accordingly to avoid exclusion from the chain. The powerful role of large buyers is reflected 
in how they set the standards and determine prices. Explicit control over suppliers is necessary, 
so does higher level of coordination. There is a rather obvious reason related to honey as a 
commodity with special features, as one could interpret from this expression of an importer: 
 
 “Our company follows procedures. […] Initially this is done by me with a paper order or a 
supplier order form, which asks quite detailed questions about a lot of aspects related to 
processing, about all aspects related to production… It asks also about ethical concerns, 
the discrimination of workers, eeem… Union recognition… Those kind of moral 
questions. Now, the document is long, it is 28 pages in our particular case. When it is 
completed by the supplier. I mean, I would certainly not see it, or comment it… But it is 
graded by our technical colleagues. […] I am not being very clear, but honey is a very 
technical raw material. You cannot control the bees. The beekeepers can quite 
innocently, or maybe not so innocently, but they can feed the bees with antibiotics. All of 
which you can trace into the honey. […] So, independent from that there are financial 
control. In other words, we will obtain financial information on the suppliers, how is their 
credit rating, their past, because you know if there is something that goes wrong, or has 
gone wrong, we return the honey to origin since it is unusable over here. And which our 




When it comes to prices, it was found the buyers govern the chain, but once again for a reason. 
A picture that can be drawn is that the margins are low in the conventional chain, no matter how 
you put it. Former trade relations do not weigh much in any of the transactions in the chain, 
suggesting the main mechanism in terms of governance are open, unregulated and globally 
competitive price, as is common to basic commodities. Price volatility is nothing unexceptional 
and the buyers apply their procedures to prevent risk, as any rational businessman is expected 
to act. The following statement from an importer underlines the issue even further: there seems 
to be a lack of trust in the markets. No matter where does it originate from, but it could be expected 
to apply to all suppliers, as the following quote from an importer in the UK shows: 
 
 “One of the things I should also say… This is a commercial matter. We do not have to 
get too much into detail… Honey is quite a dangerous trade… Very complicated trade… 
You know, and a…. Of course the supply sources can be quite remote, they can be quite 
non-commercial… Mexico is in a bad reputation for contractual defaults. In other words, 
if the market price of the Mexican honey goes up, they do not ship with any cheaper 
prices… So we apply, minimum margins… We do not do this business for nothing, 
because it is very risky. Because in the supermarkets, if there is a problem we have to 
take it all back. It is an expensive business and it has got awful lot of things that can 
go wrong. So... It is obviously a commercial business like rest of the businesses here, 
just with lower margins.” - IM2 
 
Also the Beekeeping sector in Uruguay is forced to take what they are offered. Uruguay simply 
does not supply enough to have any impact on prices in the global economy. Suppliers have only 
very limited power cannot afford delaying or limiting supplies to play the price up. The following 
bitter words of the correspondent of MGAP further reflect the issue: 
 
 “We are takers of the prices. There is an additional cost due to the new systems, but we 
cannot sell with any higher prices. We did the conversion to be able to continue selling. 
[…] The price is not fixed by the beekeeper, not by the export agency. They arrive fixed 
by the main buyers of honey. There are only a few of them on the global level and they 
have annual meetings to fix the prices. In fact, we are takers due to the volumes. We 
work with 10 TT to 12 TT of honey to export every year and it is very little. … We cannot 
say we will not sell since would like to receive USD 5.00 per kg.” - IS1 
 
However, no evidence was found that the prices would be fixed by any certain actor in the global 
marketplace. The main determinants are as simple as supply and demand. Both the beekeepers 
in the first node and the export agencies in the second node of the chain can bid their buyers, a 
bit at least, but bidding between the few buyers is the only tool they have. Beekeepers tend to 
sell the honey forward right after the harvest, but export agencies sell during a longer period of 
time to aggregate volumes large enough to export and obviously to locate the buyers. In every 
transaction in the upstream, transaction costs can turn out high. Nothing is commonly stocked 
since nobody in the upstream can afford it.  
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5.2 Baseline conditions determined as the livelihood asset core 
5.2.1 Human assets 
First of all, the beekeepers in Uruguay are aging. The average age was reported to lay above 40. 
All beekeepers interviewed had already long experience between 10 and 40 years. Moreover, it 
became evident the sector does not attract new practitioners. Statistics speak about the same 
issue [Statistical annex 4].The young do not seem to be very interested in rural livelihoods in 
general, likely due to many reasons, but uppermost due to the movement to cities to complete 
their studies. Educational institutions are concentrated in Montevideo. Based on tradition, 
beekeeping has passed in families through generations, which is now threatened. The current 
lack of young people in the countryside, however, already complicates finding seasonal labor for 
harvests. Sales manager of an export agency expressed the dilemma as following: 
 
 “Neither there are any young entering the sector. Or very little. Basically, beekeepers 
were the same beekeepers 100 years ago and now the practitioners have been working 
many years in the field. These days it is not a tempting activity. Beekeeping had its 
moment in 2001, 2002, 2003, after the regional financial crisis. Beekeeping represented 
an escape for many, for those who ended up unemployed… But still we have the 
traditional practices since changes arrive slowly. Now there is not much of a people 
entering the profession.” - EX2 
 
Beekeeping is perceived as hard work during the harvests, which is another factor likely to reduce 
access to seasonal labor. In addition, labor was reported as one of the main costs involved in 
beekeeping, further complicating access to human assets. Skills and knowledge over production 
of honey and beekeeping in general were on a high level, but the beekeepers commonly suffered 
from a lack of business managerial skills, particularly in terms of marketing. The following 
expressions largely state the issue as it is: 
 
 “We need more information on how to expand. And education in business! We already 
know all the basics of beekeeping, this kind of information is not needed anymore.” - CO2 
 
 “Perhaps more commercial information would be needed. Perhaps to improve the 
profitability, for example. Education in business, I think, yes… Export agencies always 
have their own interest, but we would like to understand them a little better.” - BK2  
 
5.2.2 Social assets 
Among the beekeepers, the level and access to social assets vary. In smaller cooperatives with 
less than 30 members, the trust relationships were stronger. These members were active for 
instance in taking part on training courses. These cooperatives were generally formed by 
beekeepers of smaller scale who worked more closely and locally together. One of the 
cooperatives with more than 80 members was among the largest in Uruguay. Unity in this 
cooperative laid among a smaller group of members engaged in everyday management.  
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Common to all cooperatives was the lack of joint feeling of ownership since the cooperatives did 
not oblige the members to act collectively. Members were not obliged to sell their honey to the 
cooperative. If there has been need to receive income as fast as possible, members have still 
been able to sell individually to an export agency. In other words, members sell to whoever offers 
the best deal. Some expected benefits of cooperation, including aggregated sales to reach more 
power to negotiate over prices, do not materialize. It was found a majority of the beekeepers took 
advantage of cooperatives only when they provided direct benefits. Long-term commitment and 
development were left to the small group or individuals in managerial posts. For some, 
cooperatives served only to purchase inputs since the cooperative was spilling over, so to speak. 
In addition, joint-decision making of among all members rarely takes place. Individual beekeepers 
felt unity with the wider society of Uruguayan beekeepers, which as a rural society has become 
relatively compact due to the recent challenges occurred in the sector. In general, formalities and 
the business aspects clearly were not among the main interests of the beekeepers. Social 
relations, however, were cherished in less formal events, which is naturally important from the 
sustainability perspective. These relations, however, do not last on the business side. In one of 
the cooperatives, social relations between members were cherished on an annual basis as 
following: 
 
 “In the end of the year we organize a social evening with all the families of the cooperative 
and everybody arrives with their ladies and kids. But this event does not serve to talk 
about work! Altogether, there is a rather good consistency.” - CO3 
 
Transaction costs among the beekeepers were high, even though Internet has become a more 
frequent tool to access information. Taking advantage of Internet also varies among the 
beekeepers. Information regarding highly volatile prices in the internal market was perceived to 
arrive late since it is transmitted only through other beekeepers or by bidding the buyers. Export 
agencies, however, were reported to apply a secrecy of 15 days as a common practice. Some 
beekeepers are more active in sourcing information regarding their livelihood, whereas some 
were reported to receive information only on an annual basis in the general assemblies of the 
cooperatives. MGAP has largely taken the position to deliver information if the requirements to 
enter the export markets change. The increased role of MGAP is a consequence of the recent 
changes in the standards set by the EU over composition of honey. Currently, MGAP publishes 
and updates a manual of valid practices for beekeeping. Increased bureaucracy due to these 
changes, however, was perceived to elevate the complexity involved in beekeeping as a 
livelihood. On the other hand, more concrete costs were reported due to the unconsciousness 
over the pesticides used in nearby agricultural areas causing severe mortality of the bees. 
 
Another important social aspect is related to the nature of beekeeping as a livelihood and 
beekeepers as a wider social group. For instance, it was found the majority of beekeepers live in 
cities since they are not commonly major landowners. In addition to the hives, extraction rooms 
represent the only property some, not all, larger individual beekeepers and cooperatives actively 
manage. Most beekeepers in Uruguay represent practitioners of small or medium scale and for 
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them, beekeeping does not necessarily constitute as a primary livelihood anymore. Beekeeping 
is generally practiced as a secondary livelihood. In particular, a majority of the members of 
cooperatives practice other economic activities besides beekeeping. Beekeeping may also 
provide some additional income, but is increasingly practiced as a nationwide hobby. 
 
Beekeeping employs all year around being more intense during harvests, but the absolute 
workload is linear to the number of hives. To paint a picture, it was reported beekeeping employs 
30 days of work per 100 hives per year. Therefore, beekeeping actually suits well as a hobby. As 
became evident, however, beekeeping as a secondary income has not always been a mainstream 
phenomenon in Uruguay, vice versa. Beekeepers have been in front of at least a partial, but 
forced exclusion from the value chain. The beekeepers cannot afford to rely solely on beekeeping 
as their livelihood anymore, which indeed became more than evident. The importance of the 
families of the beekeepers in particular arose from the interviews: 
 
 “They always said a small family could live with 100 hives. Nowadays, we rarely talk 
about beekeepers with less than 500 hives and with a lot of risk.” - BK2 
 
 “It is a bad rotation. When there is no income, there is no money to invest. There are 
other activities to ensure the well-being of the family and less time to prepare for next 
season or winter. Every single time there are more costs and less production. Formalities 
are very complex. Interest rates for credit are very high.” - CO2 
 
Besides being passionate by nature, beekeepers in Uruguay still seemed to share a certain level 
of optimism towards their future as beekeepers and were nearly without an exception willing to 
develop their livelihood. Evidently, however, the sector is under a heavy structural change and is 
losing grasp as a mainstream livelihood. Each and every one of the respondents had considered 
abandonment of the livelihood, more than once. Only the linkages to the past setting, based on 
love and tradition, had prevented beekeepers from abandoning the livelihood completely, as the 
following emotional expression of a member of a cooperative could be interpreted: 
 
 “For example I have a family with two kids and there are times when the profitability does 
not leave us much, but I… I love this… Sometimes I think why I do this, but it is something 
you never leave behind. Commonly a beekeeper is a beekeeper simply because he 
enjoys it. If one would like to live better there are other things to.” - CO3 
 
5.2.3 Physical assets 
Beekeepers have an access to the most important physical assets, including extraction rooms, a 
mode of transportation and other necessary equipment. Extraction rooms are important since the 
honey is always extracted by a beekeeper before packed in barrels and sold. All beekeepers do 
not have their own facilities and have to buy the service. Less than every fourth beekeeper in 
Uruguay has an approved room of their own [MGAP, 2014], but cooperatives tend to have a joint 
one. When it comes to the equipment, the necessary physical assets and access to them were 
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generally on a sufficient level, as long as the chain passes an export agency. More sophisticated 
machinery, paperwork and access to financial assets would be required to enable direct 
exportation. Two of the four cooperatives interviewed had most of these criteria in place. 
 
More importantly, access to physical assets has decreased due to the increased number and 
costs of physical inputs. Gasoline was by far reported to constitute as the main cost. Indeed, 
statistics affirm the prices have increased since 2000, but not so much differently than the inflation 
in Uruguay. This, however, is an issue on the national level and for beekeepers the cost of 
gasoline is significant. Bees are not necessarily visited daily, except during harvests, but the 
distances are relatively long since most beekeepers live in cities, 50 km on average. Some 
beekeepers also have several apiaries in the region. The gasoline prices relative to income and 
purchase power, affirmed by statistics [Statistical annex 5], is not a joke of any kind. The president 
of a cooperative informed the serious implications of the expenses of gasoline as following: 
 
 “Gasoline is expensive in Uruguay, yes. A liter costs maybe 40 pesos and an export 
agency pays you around 60 pesos per kg of honey. And then, the costs of other inputs 
have increased a lot…” - CO1 
 
Another limit of access to physical assets is the increased number of costs. Costs incurred due 
to artificial medication and nutrition simply were not relevant costs in Uruguay still ten years ago. 
The overall cost structure is challenging, indeed. Expanding the scope would require investments 
in more hives, around USD 80.00 each, which highlights the close link between physical assets 
and access to financial assets. 
 
5.2.4 Natural assets 
Natural assets largely determine the quantity and quality of honey. Uruguay is rich in sources of 
fresh water important to ensure the reproduction of the colonies, but the once rich ground flora 
particularly in the meadows has experienced losses in the last 10 to 15 years. The intensive 
agriculture and plantation forestry are the drivers, but impact beekeeping in different ways. 
 
Due to economic motivation, particularly plantations of soy have proliferated all over Uruguay 
starting almost from zero in 2003 reaching more than million hectares in 2013 [Statistical annex 
6]. Soy has been considered as the engine of the agricultural triumph in the region. As a 
monoculture, soy occupies large areas previously dedicated as meadows as grazing lands, 
beneficial to beekeepers due to their rich flowerings of clover, for instance. Monocultures 
introduce a major constraint for beekeepers. Loss of biodiversity, largely driven by monocultures, 
threatens the bees, the most important natural resource in terms of beekeeping. Bees in Uruguay 
used to enjoy a rich diversity of nutrition, but currently once the apiaries are largely surrounded 
by monocultures, there are nutrition shortages. Bees become weaker and less active. This causes 
one of the many new activities causing increased costs as inputs: bees generally have to be fed 
artificially with vitamin and protein. A touching expression below came from a beekeeper in the 
department of Colonia: 
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 “Years ago, when the panel of the hive was removed, there were pollen of all different 
colors. Now there is just one color. Evidently, the bee has worse nutrition as well.” - CO4 
 
Soy planted in Uruguay originates from a genetically modified [GM] seed, which do not need 
pollination provided by the bees. As common to GM seeds, these are resistant to pesticides, 
mainly glyphosate. This built-in resistance, however, favors an extensive use of pesticides to 
maximize yield. Consequently, other forms of life get removed, including bees foraging soy when 
in flower. Pesticides could be used avoiding harmful interaction, but most landowners planting 
soy are foreign investors in increasing numbers. Foreign investors rarely resonate locally, limiting 
the beekeepers’ ability to contact them to negotiate and get informed on the use of pesticides on 
nearby plantations. Indeed, the foreign investors were perceived troubling particularly along the 
coastline of Río Uruguay: 
 
 “In this region, the landowners where we place our hives are private companies by 80%. 
Argentineans… The problem is that when they arrive from abroad, they only do what they 
came for and are gone. They never live in the countryside and we cannot communicate 
with them regarding any issue. The person in charge here does not have authorization… 
They only arrive to buy land.” - CO3  
 
Soy could serve to produce a very light colored honey appreciated particularly in the US, but the 
issue has other dimensions. First, beekeepers were found to fear the uncertainty in terms of 
pesticides. Second, buyers in the EU have caused headache to the sector not only in Uruguay, 
but everywhere else by rejecting complete batches of honey, if a single trace of a GM organism 
in pollen has been found in one of the many analyses. Actions taken by MGAP oblige each batch 
to be tested before leaving the country. Indeed, the procedure has helped to overcome most of 
these issues. The EU has also relieved the statutory regulation in terms of GM organisms found 
in pollen [Annex 5], but at the time being it would still be too early to comment on how the importers 
will apply the modification in their own procedures. Some further help from the institutional side is 
in sight, however. MGAP is planning to track registered apiaries by mapping and applying radio-
frequency identification [RFID]. Tracking will likely help to coordinate the placement of apiaries in 
collaboration with agriculturalist to avoid harmful interaction. In addition, MGAP obliges the 
agriculturalist to rotate the crops and let the soil recover at certain intervals, and performs 
inspections on the use of pesticides, which usage was recently statutorily limited. 
 
Beekeeping is affected by the proliferation of plantation forestry as well. Large commercial 
plantations in Uruguay were introduced in the 1990s and the volumes are still increasing. 
Eucalyptus spp. is the main specie planted for industrial uses and is supplied to the industrial 
complexes from plantations spread around the country. Most plantations, however, are 
concentrated in a few departments, largely in the same areas where beekeeping is traditional 
based. Plantation forestry, however, is not as dangerous for beekeeping as intensive agriculture. 
First of all, the beekeepers are pleased to place their hives in the forests since they provide them 
safety. One beekeeper expressed his feelings on plantation forestry as following: 
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 “Forested plantations are healthy. They have the health we do not have in other lands. 
There is no risk of an incident due to some pesticide. In this sense, well… Of course, it is 
certain we do not have the same variety of flowerings we could have in the meadows or 
somewhere else, but nowadays, we prefer the health over the impact of pesticides. 
In these lands, we also have the flowerings of Eucalyptus and natural woodland.” - BK2 
 
Forestry still represents a monoculture, but it has provided the beekeepers the rich flowerings of 
Eucalyptus grandis, which has introduced the dark and strong flavored honey to the range of 
exportable varieties. While the production of honey on meadows in Uruguay has decreased, 
flowerings of grandis have compensated these losses by extending the annual season with 
approximately two months [Table 6.1]. In fact, the following represents a key finding: grandis has 
provided an additional harvest, which has covered around half of the annual production in the last 
years. On the other hand, the complete livelihood has partially become dependent on grandis in 
a relatively short period of time. An annual spurt in production before the end of the season due 
to grandis has secured a sufficient income to overcome the costs, but only if the flowering has 
been strong enough. Rich flowerings never are certain since weather plays the main role. Over 
the increased importance of forestry the following citation arrived from the president of the 
cooperative located in Durazno: 
 
 “Previously the season used to end perhaps in February, there was practically no honey 
to harvest in March anymore, or very little. Now we have seasons lasting until April, at 
least a month of more production that has been very important. Last year before autumn, 
we had only very little honey, perhaps 10 to 12 kg per hive. But when the flowering of 
Eucalyptus arrived in March or in April, we reached a good production increasing the 
yield. The volume of honey due to Eucalyptus is every time more important. Every 
time we have more beekeepers focusing on Eucalyptus. […] We have had a yield of 25 
to 32 kg of honey per hive in the last years” - CO1 
 
Indeed, there is a linkage between the yield per beehive and the proliferation of grandis [Statistical 
annex 7]. In the department of Colonia where trees never were planted in commercial scale, the 
average yield of honey was reported as low as 7 kg per hive in the last few year. In Río Negro 
and Durazno, yield was reported around 25 to 30 kg, if it was a good year. As mentioned, there 
is a dependency on grandis, which flowers after 4 years after plantation. Currently, however, 
grandis is replaced by Eucalyptus dunnii, which never flowers before being harvested at the age 
of 9 years. Dunnii simply is more suitable for industrial purposes. Planting Eucalyptus globulus is 
more popular among the relatively few private forest owners in Uruguay, but is largely 
experiencing the same destiny as grandis. Globulus does flower occasionally, but only in winters 
when the bees do not forage actively. There are also other species of Eucalyptus in Uruguay, 
which of some do contribute to beekeeping, but only in a very limited scale. Statistics say the area 
planted with grandis and globulus have not decreased between the two inventories conducted in 
the country in 2007 and 2012, but the amount of other species of Eucalyptus, predominantly 
dunnii, have increased in the departments where the beekeepers, once again, are concentrated. 
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The cycle of planted grandis is already close of its end, resulting in the specie to largely disappear 
in the near future. As obvious, it is not good news in regard to the sustainability of beekeeping. 
What are left, are the safety and modest flowerings of natural woodlands in spring. 
 
To access the safety as a natural asset, the two corporations as major forest owners in Uruguay 
charge a fee. There are also certain rules to follow and a contract must be written. The fee varies 
between landowners and generally constitutes only as a minor cost, but is another cost of 
relatively recent realization. Traditionally hives have been placed on the lands of friends and 
neighbors as an exchange between access to lands and pollination provided by the bees. Since 
there a lot of crops these days that do not need pollination, beekeepers practically have nothing 
to offer in return, except currency. Of these ecosystem services, evidently, there is not much of a 
monetary value to capture. The logic in pollination was described by one beekeeper as following: 
 
 “In Uruguay, what are pollinated are the blueberries. There is this one single company 
that pays us for the service. Companies working in the meadows do not pay us anything, 
but at least we can place our hives on their lands. It is done as a favor. You have an area 
with a meadow, you let me bring the hives there as a shared favor.” - BK3 
 
An additional factor in terms of beekeeping, a very important one, is the proliferation of Varroa 
destructor. The pest and the virus it spreads has become a nuisance for the beekeepers in 
Uruguay. The proliferation had evidently accelerated in the last ten years causing severe mortality 
of the bees. Unless properly cured, risk of losing the complete colony is high. Medication, 
however, is expensive, not necessarily very effective, and must be used carefully to avoid traces 
ending in honey preventing all commerce. At the time being, another pest had recently been found 
among colonies in Uruguay, Nosema Ceranae, but the impacts caused by this pest on 
beekeeping are yet unknown. Apparently Nosema cannot be cured without antibiotics. The EU, 
for instance, does not allow importing any foodstuffs if antibiotics have been used in production. 
At the MGAP, as one could assume, issues with pests were perceived troubling: 
 
 “It is all linked with the tolerance of our bees against a disease, varrosis. Now we are 
already completely exposed and you will see that Varroa is one of the main problems 
we have. And this appears at the same time when there are years of adverse climate, 
drought or radical rain. Last year, for example, appeared another opportunist disease, 
nosemosis. This is going on this year.” - IS1 
 
In sum, beekeeping as a livelihood is strongly dependent on the access to natural assets, most 
importantly the biodiversity. As presented above, the access has heavily decreased in a strikingly 
short period of time, but for various, often interdependent reasons. Put very simply, there is no 
product to sell at a sufficient price to cover the elevated costs in terms of inputs. In yields per hive, 
there are regional differences dependent on the floral resources, e.g. the proximity of Eucalyptus 
grandis, but the trend is evidently downward and no rapid relief is expected. Statistics support this 
finding [Statistical annex 4]. 
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5.2.5 Financial assets 
Beekeepers’ access to financial assets is important in many ways: to balance the annual and 
seasonal flows of income, enable expansion, enable vertical integration and facilitate new 
practitioners to enter the livelihood. Traditionally, accessible financing options have been nearly 
nonexistent, but lately the situation appears to have improved. Recently launched state supported 
financing programs for rural producers have unleashed an improved access to credit and loans 
with more favorable conditions. The potential underlying these programs, however, is difficult yet 
to determine. In times when there was no access to any finance, the beekeepers developed and 
adopted a rather self-sustaining pattern based on the annual cycle. Flows of income from the 
previous season are partially saved to initiate the next one. Secondary products such as wax, 
propolis, nucleus colonies, queens, and pollen tend to generate small additional flows allocated 
as working capital. Beekeepers and cooperatives with extraction rooms of their own have also 
been able to cover the maintenance of these facilities by selling extractions as services. The 
cycle, however, is not very flexible, does not necessarily allow any expansion and introduces 
another dependency. This became evident, indeed, through statements such as the following 
from a beekeeper in Durazno: 
 
 “Generally, we do not work with credit or loans, not at all. We always continue along a 
cycle of income by selling nucleus colonies to initiate the production, to have a job and to 
collect some money to live a life. It is very dependent on the annual cycle. If we have 
to buy something new, personally I do not request anything from the bank since I do not 
want to receive bills. Generally, there are financing options. Not many years ago it was 
really difficult to find anything, but now there is, yes… But practically everybody works 
with the income they receive. What is going on is that the interest rate is high due to the 
risk related to production.” - BK1 
 
Financing with more favorable financing conditions evidently would help to provide flexibility. 
Another constraint, however, lies in the lack of property to guarantee a loan. Hives per se are not 
commonly accepted as guarantees. Cooperatives tend to have more power to negotiate over the 
conditions than individual practitioners since they have more physical assets to offer as a 
guarantee. Despite these issues, the main constraint in terms of access to financial assets lies in 
the mind-set of the beekeepers: there is no will to incur debt due to the uncertainty of being able 
to pay back, as further affirmed by the members of the large cooperative: 
 
 “A petition can be left to the bank, but in reality the cooperative does not have any interest 
to indebt itself with credit since it does not operate in a secure environment.” - CO3 
 
The need of financing is annually at its highest at the point of departure to a new season, at the 
turning point of winter and spring. This is the same point when most investments in inputs take 
place. In terms of taxation, beekeeping is declared as promoting national interest and beekeepers 




5.2.6 Vulnerability shaping the asset core 
The main vulnerabilities shaping the livelihood asset core of the Uruguayan beekeepers are 
related to the production and commerce. The vulnerability in production is by far the most 
important issue. The major negative trend related to the decreased access to natural assets is 
accelerated by the fact climate change and variability are very present phenomena in Uruguay. 
Climate change is more of trend, but causes climate variability characterized by negative shocks 
such as adverse weather extremes. Statistics based on global circulation models [Statistical 
annex 8] indicate a clear trend to a warmer and wetter climate in Uruguay, the latter caused by 
more frequent events of extreme rain [cf. Bidegain & al., 2009; CEPAL, 2010; UNDPCC, 2012]. 
 
Weather is among the most important factors in beekeeping by determining the survival of the 
bees in winter and reproduction in the spring. Weather is also a major determinant of available 
vegetation to forage and has direct implications on production. Forecasting weather is difficult, 
but so is the production volume, deliverable supplies to buyers and flows of income. Increased 
vulnerability in production is also reflected in terms of social assets: uncertainty over future is 
highly discouraging and constitute as an underlying factor why the beekeepers had considered 
abandoning beekeeping as a livelihood. Uruguay has been reported to face a record number of 
weather extremes in the last years [cf. World Bank, 2014b] and events such as extreme rain and 
severe drought, indeed, were reported to more frequent than in the past, for instance illustrated 
by a beekeeper: 
 
 “The climate is very important and nowadays the changes are much more radical, more 
extreme. A year of drought, another of rain. In this change it is very difficult to find any 
good parts.” - CO1 
 
From the institutional side, institutions such as MGAP have offered minor monetary support to 
feed the bees artificially due to extreme climate events. Most common product used to feed the 
bees is pure sugar mixed with water. Protein, soybean flour for instance, is commonly blended in. 
Sugar and the other products, once again are not free of charge. Feeding takes place only if 
necessary, but the trend in climate change has converted the feeding more as a rule than an 
exception. Climate variability, however, is exceptionally harsh to beekeeping compared to some 
other rural livelihoods. Climate forms another dependency: 
 
 “When an excessive drought or rain took place here, they continued to sell meat. To us, 
if we do not provide sugar, we will not maintain the production, we will not have honey. 
There is nothing that could [naturally] substitute nectar or pollen… Consequently, 
beekeeping is every time more and more dependent on climate change. And we 
perceive it bad… Since there is no substitute, we need more inputs to produce honey and 





Economic shocks may occur due to the increased volatility in supplies to the global marketplace. 
Indeed, climate is global and highly unpredictable shocks in supplies take place all around. 
Shocks may occur also due to sudden changes in statutory standards in one of the few export 
markets, as reported earlier in this thesis. As history shows, prices can collapse overnight, but 
the current trend in prices has been upward since 2005 as a consequence of reduced supplies 
from Uruguay, but also from a regional perspective [Statistical annex 2]. The trend in prices, 
however, increases slowly, significantly slower than the costs involved in production in Uruguay. 
Furthermore in terms of costs, the UYU experiencing heavy inflation relative to the USD has 
become an issue. Arbitrage represents more of a negative trend in terms of vulnerability, but since 
all payments are in USD, there are direct impacts on the sustainability of the livelihood. 
 
Beekeepers annually experience a level of uncertainty related to the prices in the internal market. 
In fact, the price development is cyclical: when a season starts, prices start at low when nobody 
knows how much honey is available, but once there is an idea of the volumes, prices either 
increase or decrease. In the last few years, prices have increased since the buyers have realized 
there has not been much honey to buy resulting in the export agencies to compete between each 
other. In general, all actors along the global honey chain can either lose or benefit of the volatility 
involved in internal or international prices. Volatility is due to supplies since the global demand 
appears as stable and slowly, but constantly increasing. The beekeepers, for instance, never 
reported to have faced a situation without being able to push all their deliverable honey to the 
market. Oversupply is not likely to become an issue. 
 
5.2.7 Institutional context shaping the asset core and vulnerability 
Value chains do not take place in a vacuum, but operate under a diversity of transforming 
structures and processes either enabling or undermining access to livelihood assets. Among the 
aforementioned results, the relevant institutional context is presented under each consecutive 
heading. Here are listed the results regarding the power relations of these structures and 
processes, as well as how the beekeepers perceive their role and importance. The institutional 
setting in case of Uruguay is illustrated in Figure 5.2. 
 
 
Figure 5.2: Institutional setting in terms of beekeeping in Uruguay 
Source: Author’s calculation 
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Uruguay is a small country with relatively few influential institutions directly involved in 
beekeeping. On the highest level, though with less visible role lies the Conglomerate for 
Beekeeping. The conglomerate is steered by a board of directors with representatives from 
relevant ministries, departmental governments, Honey Exporters’ Association [ADEXMI] and the 
Honorary Commission for Development of Beekeeping [CHDA]. Despite the conglomerate being 
steered by a strategic committee, there is no valid national strategic plan for beekeeping in 
Uruguay. 
 
Established in 1999, CHDA has a statutory power over national issues in terms of beekeeping. 
Commission clearly is more present in the sector, consisting of 5 other institutions: ADEXMI, 
National Commission of Rural Promotion, MGAP, Ministry of Industry, Energy and Mining and 
Uruguayan Society for Beekeeping [SAU]. ADEXMI and SAU are representatives of the sector. 
ADEXMI represents export agencies and SAU the beekeepers. Established in 1934, SAU focuses 
on organizing training courses and publishing a journal, but is the only spokesman of the 
beekeepers on a national level and not present in the conglomerate, unlike ADEXMI. Less than 
every third beekeeper in Uruguay is a member of SAU. CHDA has weekly meetings, every 
Tuesday, to discuss over the issues. In fact, there seems to be ideas on how to develop the 
sector, but a general lack of financial assets constraint to pursue these ideas, as illustrated below: 
 
 ”We work together, but the lack of money has always been the limiting factor. Ideas and 
plans can be proposed, but the problem is always money.” - IS2 
 
Since the institutions also work separately in terms of beekeeping, some with statutory power and 
some not, the power relations between the institutions greatly vary. Evidently the highest 
institutional power in the country lies in the arms of MGAP, equipped with statutory power. The 
economy of Uruguay being highly dependent on agriculture, livestock and fisheries, the 
consecutive ministry has a lot of influence, but its resources are divided among many economic 
sectors. Some of these other sectors are clearly more important than others in terms of volume 
and value created to serve the national economy. 
Uruguay being a relatively small country, implementing statutory changes is relatively easy. The 
national traceability system has been the most visible statutory change in the last decade. 
Traceability system was described as a public service aimed to benefit the whole beekeeping 
sector, but as a statutory standard driven by the buyers in the upstream and the fear of losing 
market access, the system is rather inflexible providing only little leeway to the livelihood 
practitioners. The strict control over compliance of the beekeepers and export agencies is clearly 
reflected in the words of the correspondent of the consecutive division at MGAP:  
 
 ”The first objective of this division is to ensure the system is a public service. We treat the 
system as a public tool to serve all of us. And that is why we are concerned over the 
implementation, everybody must fill the criteria. That is why there is order, also sanctions, 




Statutory standards in the current conditions are obviously justified by reducing the risk involved 
in foreign exchange. The implementation, however, has increased bureaucracy and compliance 
costs, the already high transaction costs in other words. In Durazno, this was the first thing the 
president of a cooperative brought up in the interview: 
 
 “The requirements of MGAP in terms of quality of the production brought a highly elevated 
cost along. We had to build a completely new extraction room. … There are inspections 
up to two times a year. To pass, some walls, for instance, have to be covered in ceramics, 
the whole room has to be built of something you can perfectly sanitize… Machinery has 
to be stainless…” - CO1 
 
On the other hand, the process has been accompanied by a program run by MGAP since 2006. 
MGAP is dedicated to enable continuous improvement of the sector through capacity building. 
The program includes renting of public spaces with more favorable conditions, providing 
occasional monetary support and sending of technicians often brought abroad to train the locals 
in latest principles in beekeeping. Despite the principles following the same trajectory as 100 
years ago, the role of technicians has become more important due to the increased complexity of 
these practices. MGAP strives towards continuous improvement, but in fact the continuity per se 
was found missing within the sector, also expressed as following:  
 
 “Support? No. What they do is they pay a lot of money to the technicians. They pay for 
the technicians, but what it leads to is that there is no continuity. Technician comes and 
does his project, collects his money and we will never see him again. Continuity, it does 
not exist. It is one of the main problems we have.” - CO3 
 
Supplies to the Uruguayan internal market is much less strictly controlled under the departmental 
governments. How the beekeepers perceive the role and importance of the institutions is another 
important question to be asked to identify potential sources of conflicts, for instance. In general, 
the lack of resources and the decision-making taking place in Montevideo far from the 
countryside, had led the beekeepers to perceive the institutions remote and impotent. Opposing 
arguments, understanding to some extent, more importantly, was expressed as: 
 
 “We may receive some materials yes, but the support is minimal. But due to MGAP and 
the departmental government we are able to rent this facility. The institutions are 
important, but they lack commitment. They should have a much more important role in 
terms of development. Recently they have launched projects, but perhaps their economic 
resources cannot offer us more. MGAP also lacks competent human resources.” - CO2 
 
Some beekeepers felt themselves neglected and unequally treated when compared to other 
economic sectors in Uruguay. This finding can potentially have conflictual implications on how 
beekeepers in Uruguay will perceive their position in the wider society. A member of the largest 
cooperatives in Uruguay apparently had already a rather radical view shown below: 
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 “The division at MGAP responsible for beekeeping is annoying me. They compensate all 
the lost harvests to other sectors, viticulture for instance. When the grape has low sugar 
content, they pay all this. For us they pay UYU 21.00 per hive due to rain or drought. 
Against 15 to 20 kg of honey per hive, it is certain it does not leave us anything. It is less 
than a dollar.” - CO3 
 
In terms of beekeeping, some other transforming structures and processes more or less directly 
involved were found, including universities, research centers, financial institutions, civil society 
organizations and private sector. Some operate under other institutions and some independently. 
The Technological Laboratory of Uruguay is an important institution in terms of analyses of honey, 
used by export agencies without an own laboratory and others willing to run tests on any products. 
Bank of the Republic has launched programs to facilitate smallholders’ access to finance and 
export markets. National Institution of Agricultural Investigation conducts research to improve the 
competitiveness of Uruguayan exports, funded as a tax collected over each batch of exports 
leaving the country. Therefore, research over beekeeping and related foreign exchange is 
predominantly dependent on how much honey is exported. Two most influential representatives 
of the civil society are the internationally active Friends of the Earth’s Uruguayan subdivis ion 
REDES and the locally active Grupo Guayubira. Among other things, both fight to conserve the 
biodiversity and could be seen positively shaping the beekeepers’ access to natural assets. At 
the time being, however, not in a significant way. Private landowners contribute closely to 
beekeeping in Uruguay. Through the major landowners’ company-led approaches to conflict 
resolution, the beekeepers’ access to natural assets has improved, indeed, but these approaches 
are flavored with current and future drawbacks as reported earlier in this study. 
 
5.3 Feasibility of upgrading strategies for the beekeepers 
Based on the baseline conditions of the Uruguayan beekeepers, feasibility of different upgrading 
strategies can be assessed. By positioning the beekeepers’ relative access to different livelihood 




Figure 5.3: Beekeepers’ relative access to livelihood assets 
Source: Author’s calculation 
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To sum up the Figure 5.3, it should be mentioned the previous advantage of the Uruguayan 
sector, the access to rich natural assets has already decreased heavily and continues to decrease 
at a rapid pace. The losses in this asset category are the most relevant for beekeepers. The 
decreasing access of human assets, which used to be relatively high, is also an important threat 
over the sustainability of the sector since the average age of the beekeepers in Uruguay is on the 
rise since practically only few new practitioners enter the livelihood. Social assets never seem to 
have been well-established in Uruguay, but are currently troubling due to the observed 
opportunism in the cooperatives as a consequence of the increased insecurity involved in 
beekeeping as a livelihood. The level of social assets, however, varies among the beekeepers 
and cooperatives. The physical and financial assets have been the weakest categories 
throughout the history of beekeeping in Uruguay, but currently access to both categories seems 
to be improving. Access to physical assets is improving largely due to the improving access to 
financial assets, which on the other hand is due to the actions taken on the institutional side. 
 
Uruguayan beekeepers generally produce a honey of high quality, but they cannot improve the 
product per se to trade a significant premium over the regional competitors. To mimic the 
products created by the beekeeping sector in New Zealand with their mānuka honey or the 
Chileans with their ulmo honey [cf. Becchetti & Castriota, 2009; Bodzin, 2012], 
the Uruguayan sector is largely unarmed. Natural assets enable certain honeys to be produced, 
which is nearly without any exception polyfloral and sold as bulk with a very limited value-addition, 
as could be interpreted from the following expression of an importer: 
 
 “We have in the past bought Uruguayan honey and it is a very high quality honey. It goes 
primarily to Germany... But we used to keep it for polyflorals. But Uruguay does not have 
a… How would I say it in other words…  It is that Uruguayan honey does not have USPs 
[Unique Selling Propositions]… There is nothing unique in selling… There is nothing great 
about it…” - IM2 
 
Eucalyptus spp. provides a nearly monofloral honey, but it was found it is not particularly preferred 
by the markets at the moment and the supplies are not on a sustainable basis. Natural assets 
simply do not favor upgrading the product. Improving product and volume are dependent on the 
natural assets. Improving the process is dependent on the physical and financial assets, which 
were both seen increasing, but the process per se works well enough to respond the current 
volume. No increase in revenue could be reached without a significant increase in risk. Expansion 
by increasing the number of hives would simply act the same way, no increase in revenue without 
a major risk and increase in workload. 
 
Changing the function by stepping up the chain from production node to export node would require 
a very fundamental change, not likely to benefit anybody. There is less room for new actors in the 
already heavily concentrated export node since the supplies are very limited all over the country 
and the value-addition is very low. Focusing only on commercial aspects would not solve the 
underlying issues in production, which is a major constraint of the whole Uruguayan sector. There 
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are no products in sufficient volumes to work on. Production node and the export node are closely 
interdependent, but specialized in what they do best. Functional downgrading is practically not 
possible without an exclusion from the chain. 
 
Increasing access to financial assets enables access to physical assets, which could favor adding 
a function as a more realistic strategic option. Adding the only function feasible, direct exportation, 
would result in vertical integration. Since the complexity of transactions is low, the codifiability of 
information is high and the supplier competence is low, the governance in the global honey chain 
was found between market and captive structures, suggesting there is already a more closely 
connected relationships and higher coordination, but only up to some extent. Higher level of 
coordination and the relative simplicity of the chain favor successful upgrading, suggesting the 
potential upgrading strategies are found among the strategies that improve coordination. 
 
By adding the function of direct exportation, vertical integration would take place and provide 
benefits through value-addition by cutting the export agency off the chain and supposedly 
reducing transaction costs in the long run. On the other hand, it is all but certain the vertical 
integration would significantly increase the revenues. Once again, the trade-off between revenue 
and risk seems considerably high. Bureaucracy and general workload would significantly increase 
in the beginning, reducing, however, in the long run, but the increase in risk due to the increased 
costs and vulnerabilities would likely undermine the benefits of vertical integration. 
 
Contractualization is identified as a very potential strategic option for the beekeepers to reach 
immanent development through upgrading. A key finding is that there is an opportunity, up to 
some point at least, to compensate the loss of natural assets by increasing social assets. This 
finding suggests there is demand for horizontal contractualization, an increase in collective action 
and institutional strengthening in other words. It appears that institutional strengthening is already 
evolving, but an additional spark to ignite a more efficient process is required. Intentional 
development could provide these valuable sparks, for instance. Collective action could be 
enhanced by supporting the establishment of a stronger collective spirit among the cooperatives 
or the wider society of Uruguayan beekeepers through entrepreneurial education, for instance. 
Another benefit of collective action would at least be the partial mitigation of most risks involved. 
Horizontal contractualization is a clear prerequisite for vertical contractualization, which however 
is not likely to realize in the international marketplace for honey due to the increased vulnerability 
of supplies. Establishment of interlocking contracts through affiliation in voluntary certification 
schemes could result in an improved control over information and capabilities, not likely over 
production processes. If control over production processes can be improved, these schemes 
become more attractive. Horizontal contractualization, however, is also a prerequisite to comply 
with the performance requirements set by the schemes. 
 
Based on the interviews, it was found both the baseline conditions and the upgrading strategies 
do interact, very strongly indeed in the case of Uruguayan beekeepers. Due to the drastically 
decreasing access to natural assets, there are no economies of scale to capture easily. These 
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asserts constitute as the starting point for everything in terms of beekeeping and related foreign 
exchange. The major constraint seems to lie among the volume. Yield per beehive simply cannot 
cover the costs and generate enough of income to overcome the increased costs in Uruguay. 
Most strategic options would result only in a limited increase in revenue, undermined by the major 
increase in workload and risk. Each strategy or a combination of them would result in a 
considerably high degree of trade-off between revenue and risk. Currently, the balance seems 
positive only in terms of horizontal contractualization. 
 
5.4 Potential of affiliation in voluntary certification schemes 
Establishment of interlocking contracts through affiliation in voluntary certification schemes was 
found to potentially result in an improved control over information and capabilities, but not likely 
over production processes due to the drastic decrease in access to natural assets. Information 
and capabilities, however, are important in terms of social assets and horizontal contractualization 
enabling other kinds of strategic combinations feasible, as was found earlier. Both schemes, FTI 
and EUOF, increase coordination in the global honey chain by governing most actors and 
activities through their consecutive standards [Annex 1]. Both also favor agreements among 
upstream actors, including collective action. FTI and EUOF, however, bear potential in different 
ways. 
 
Affiliation in FTI would establish an alternative value chain by cutting off the export agency. 
Importers are obliged to buy from cooperatives, commit for long-term and provide services such 
as pre-finance. Individual beekeepers could not necessarily become affiliated. FTI is an obvious 
example of an interlocking contract, potential to reduce the price risk of smallholders. On the other 
hand, vertical integration is required and as was found earlier, it would not necessarily pay off. 
Considered as a development program, however, FTI includes support mechanisms to overcome 
thresholds to vertical integration. Mechanisms such as social premium and existing network of 
potential importers would facilitate successful integration in the global honey chain. The following 
expression from the members of a cooperative confirm there is a need for such services: 
 
 “Actually we are already ready with all the paperwork to become exporters, all the forms 
are filled. But we lack the contacts to reach a buyer abroad. […] We were already about 
to start with the help of a technician, but it never realized. We were about to sell one 
container to start and try with. We have everything ready, but we do not have people to… 
Nobody of us is a veterinary, we are all beekeepers. Half of us have passed only high 
school. That is why it is hard for us to enter the external market, to understand the market, 
to negotiate over finance…” - CO3 
 
Therefore, potential underlying affiliation in FTI is more related with intentional development. 
There is, however, a market-driven constraint. As the FTI mimics the conventional chain and is 
intended to serve as a market-based mechanism, the logic does not seem particularly attractive 
at the moment. Statistics indicate the market for FTI honey has been oversupplied since 2008 
[Statistical annex 9]. The market seems stagnated, if not already saturated. FTI honey is already 
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largely supplied from Latin America since 30 of all 36 cooperatives affiliated originate the region. 
Furthermore, FTI minimum price is well below the current prices of conventional honeys. Despite 
the affiliation could improve coordination throughout the entire chain, the results indicate the 
interlocking aspect may not suit the dynamics of the global marketplace for honey particularly 
well. Importers had some experiences over these issues, as the following quote shows: 
 
 “But in the end sometimes, I would say the FTI activity, as it is organized, was not well 
adapted with honey… Because you have to commit yourself to a minimum price... You 
have a range of price you have to commit a long time before the sale and the honey price 
market is free, open and totally unregulated, and prices can go up and down quite quickly. 
Sometimes the price you have warranted to the FTI seller is a good price because 
the other prices are going down, sometimes price is going up. You may pay your FT 
honey no more than the conventional one.” - IM3 
 
By market share, which is less than 0.4% of the exports of honey traded globally, FTI still 
represents a niche [Comtrade, 2014; Statistical annex 9]. On the other hand, this dimension was 
found far from undisputed. The largely intangible value proposition of the scheme is generally 
accepted, but it seems the value does not differentiate from the procedures buyers already apply. 
FTI seems to have lost its original niche dimension. Quotes from two importers reflect the issue: 
 
 “To me it is rather tired presentation this FTI, it is sold a lot in churches and in these 
charity shops, which is good, people are willing to pay a premium for it. But it seems 
rather a tired, old fashioned concept… That is not to say it is not right, of course it is 
right.” - IM2 
 
 “In a way we consider it, it is not only to pay a little premium of honey with our Andean 
suppliers or in any other Latin American country… But FTI has to be done with all our 
suppliers, even with our local ones here in Europe. The trade has to be fair to all 
participants in all countries and it is in our label. It is something that has to be done 
daily.” - IM3 
 
In Uruguay, affiliation in FTI could benefit maybe a large, committed and professionally managed 
cooperative with a low initial investment and risk. On the other hand, FTI is not likely to solve any 
of the issues in terms of current levels of production and costs. The main constrain is not the lack 
of market access. FTI could not save beekeeping in Uruguay. At MGAP, this aspect was 
acknowledged, also reflecting the perceived futility or redundancy of FTI: 
 
 ”On the canvas, we see a lot of dead people and a niche, FTI. But the niche is dead as 
well. It will not resolve the problems. It is a niche of the markets. There may be demand, 
but the beekeepers would have to organize themselves, establish a protocol… I do not 
think there would be any problem. It represents an opportunity to continue with 
beekeeping… But as I already told, it will not save the sector.” - IS1 
 57 
 
Approximately one third of all FTI honey in the retail market is organic, which could result in a 
price premium, but organic beekeeping in Uruguay includes other drawbacks. For organic honey, 
the market was reported to be slightly larger. EUOF makes use of the conventional value chain. 
No investments from the side of the beekeepers, not necessarily a higher degree of collective 
action is required, just compliance with the standards for beekeeping and an annual fee. 
Compliance in the prevailing conditions, however, is nearly impossible. The citation below raises 
the issue on the national level: 
 
 “On the other hand, we cannot say honey from Eucalyptus would be organic, neither can 
we have any GM organisms in honey… And here with extensive plantations of soy it is 
almost impossible to avoid. Organic beekeeping is very difficult. We used to have 200 
beekeepers following the organic principles, now we have around 30.” - IS1 
 
Beekeepers perceived the risk involved in the organic beekeeping very high. Prohibition of 
medicines was very troubling since complete colonies would become exposed to extinction. Also 
spending a year in conversion was not perceived attractive. Some respondents had already been 
affiliated, but abandoned the organic principles largely due to these aforementioned reasons. 
Organic beekeeping in Uruguay simply does not pay off. In fact, the export agencies are more 
likely to benefit from the EUOF since they do not have to bear the risk included in production. 
Export agencies simply pay and receive a premium. They may easily gamble as the opportunity 
suggests. From the market point of view, it became evident the attitude and strategy of the buyer 
plays the main role over the conventions preferred. A constraint, however, was found in the 
suitability of honey as a commodity in these schemes. Practically no difference between 
conventional and organic honey was seen by the buyers. This view can be compressed in the 
view of an importer below: 
 
 “Originally, I would say 15 years ago we were not in favor of organic honey, because we 
thought it was not fair. It was in fact confusing for the consumers. Between an organic 
and a conventional apple most of the time there are some very big differences in terms 
of residues. For organic chicken and conventional chicken, there is also a big difference 
in the quality of the flesh. Between organic honey and conventional honey really, you can 
believe me, you can analyze all the parameters, but there is no difference at all. So 
the interest of selling something certified as organic, which is strictly similar as the 
conventional one, did not appear to us something good and useful… So we did not start 
it. In the end, when you have a strong position on some market and the niche market is 
growing and when somebody…” - IM3  
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6. Discussion on study process and theoretical framework 
The study process involved several bends before the final setting saw daylight as proposed in 
this thesis. Critical assessment reveals certain weaknesses. The generalizability of the results 
could be argued to be limited due to the low number of respondents in all four respondent groups. 
Despite the modest sample size, however, the interviews clearly reached saturation [cf. Strauss 
& Corbin, 1990] in all respondent groups, except in the group of importers in the EU. Due to the 
low reachability of these importers, only three were included. Evidently, procedures among the 
importers in the EU slightly vary based on their attitude and values, but are characterized by 
generic features most likely generalizable to all importers of honey. In a value chain with such a 
few transactions involved and with such a regulated commodity, there simply is no room for very 
exceptional procedures among the importers. From other sets of data, it was possible to interpret 
these features also apply when honey is destined to the US instead of the EU. 
 
Another point that should be brought up is the respondents’ relative position and power in the 
global honey chain, which seemed to have a clear impact on their responses. In the downstream, 
the buyers had less personal approaches and their responses were less optimistic, more realistic 
I would say, unlike the responses of the Uruguayans. This is, however, understandable since the 
people’s lives and livelihoods among the respondents in Uruguay are closely interlinked. For the 
Uruguayan livelihood practitioners, beekeeping is a topic closely connected through emotional 
ties, unlike for the buyers 10 000 km away focusing on largely different issues on a day-to-day 
basis. A distinction should be drawn between the buyers, who acted more rationally, or perhaps 
more anonymously as representatives of their companies, whereas the Uruguayans were 
characterized by being individuals with more concrete issues concerning them. Their own lives, 
their families’ lives, largely everything they had was dependent on what they expressed in the 
interviews. On a certain level, these two perspectives were very distinct in rhetorical terms, but 
this finding may also reflect the cultural differences between these groups. 
 
Based on my personal experiences during the study process, rural development is a complex 
issue and the outcomes largely depend on a set of factors, including patterns of global economy 
to be combined with the complexity of people’s everyday lives. For obvious reasons, many 
researchers try to limit the complexity by focusing on a certain aspect in their studies, but the 
results rarely are reproducible in another context. This limits the credibility of the literature used, 
but also the generalizability of the results presented in this thesis. 
 
Once complete with the data collection, the first interpretation indicated there to be an insufficient 
amount of data to draw anything from it. Indeed, the scope did not facilitate the first steps into 
analysis. The scope, however, replicates a typical feature of studies in the development context: 
there is an almost endless amount of interdependent factors to observe. An understanding of the 
essential factors, however, constructed already during the field period in Uruguay and helped to 
initiate the analysis. In fact, the entire research process had to be adapted accordingly since the 
overall setting revealed in phases. Curiosity per se was the main driver underlying the process. 
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The use of a deductive approach was utilized to reduce and display the data. The volume of 
reported results is rather abundant, as is common for qualitative studies, but this approach 
performed well by illustrating the complexities involved in people’s lives and livelihoods in the 
prevailing context. The accessible resources in terms of time and travel expenses obviously set 
the overarching limits. In this study, however, these resources enabled an access to relatively 
deep insights as results. Scattered pieces from here and there were all somehow connected to 
the big picture and provided solid support to draw the main findings. It is a challenging task to 
measure people’s perceptions on their lives and livelihoods and it should be understood there are 
no standardized and explicit ways of performing qualitative data analysis. The qualitative 
approach also enhances the fact the results at least partially reflect the linguistic skills and 
interpretation of the researcher. Tools utilized in analysis did not address complete reproducibility, 
but the transcribed interviews could be analyzed again and the results thereby confirmed. 
 
The use of the deductive approach was derived from the theoretical framework. Themes arising 
from the issues of globalization and development have been fiercely discussed and views among 
the scholars resonate in regard to many aspects [e.g. Henderson & al., 2002; Lawson, 2007; Fold, 
2014]. Theoretical underpinnings integrated a theoretical framework based on three different 
levels: value chain governance; upgrading smallholders in value chains; and the sustainable 
livelihoods approach. Governance served to create an understanding on how the global trade of 
honey is constructed around the chain metaphor. The main contribution of applying theories of 
governance served to identify power asymmetries and the degree of coordination along the chain. 
However, it became evident governance per se provides only relatively simple and perhaps too 
straightforward observations to intervene and reach positive outcomes. 
 
The entire chain metaphor has been criticized due to its lack of horizontal dimensions virtually 
shaping the livelihood outcomes [e.g. Coe & al., 2008; Fold, 2014]. This study further underlines 
the importance of these issues, the spatial dimension in other words. To reach an understanding 
of what is most important for the beekeepers, livelihood perspectives had to be incorporated to 
address development in practice. As an intermediary theory, the proposed upgrading strategies 
concretely linked these two approaches together. On the other hand, these strategies and their 
interdependencies and susceptibility to a range of vulnerabilities became more evident. 
 
Based on this particular study, it could be commented the proposed theoretical framework of the 
study worked better than expected. In fact, none of the proposed theoretical approaches as such, 
would de facto have addressed the aims of this research. Combining all three levels was 
necessary, but to form a mainstream trajectory of these theoretical elements, further research 
should be conducted since the findings in this study are highly context-specific. In a complex 
world, everything is somehow connected, which further suggests there is a need to build more 
integrative theories combining different levels to understand and explain the complex social-
ecological phenomena. The concept of resilience as a perspective to analyze social-ecological 
systems, indeed, seems as an attractive approach for further application [cf. Folke, 2006].  
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7. Conclusions and recommendations for future research 
This thesis aimed to address the development trajectories of marginalized actors in a globalized 
world by identifying the global honey chain originating from Uruguay. Rationale of conducting the 
research was found among the changing patterns of global production and international trade. 
The proliferation of voluntary certification schemes in global value chains was found as an evident 
feature among these changes, but the potential underlying the affiliation in these schemes from 
the perspective of Uruguayan beekeepers and their traditional livelihood was still largely unclear. 
To help developing a better state for the beekeepers, an in-depth understanding of the current 
state of honey markets and value chain governance was constructed through semi-structured 
interviews with four different respondent groups along the global honey chain: representatives of 
the importers of honey sourcing overseas; representatives of local institutions in Uruguay; 
members of export agencies as intermediaries; and the beekeepers as primary producers of 
honey. The research approach was qualitative and no statistically valid results were aimed at.  
Conceptual support to design questionnaires and deductively draw the results was derived from 
the theories of value chain governance, upgrading of smallholders in global value chains and the 
sustainable livelihoods approach, as well as from the literature regarding voluntary certification 
schemes as conventions in value chains. Focus of the empirical research was laid on the socio-
economic relevance of the value chain for the beekeepers with implications on how to create a 
more sustainable basis to practice their livelihood. Four main points are discussed more in depth. 
In addition, these points answer the four research questions. 
 
First, it was important of identify how the global honey chain is constructed around the chain 
concept. The results indicate that honey is a conventional commodity since the price is clearly the 
main mechanism along the global value chain. Governance in a chain with relatively few 
transactions is clearly dominated by a few powerful buyers. Since the complexity of transactions 
is low, codifiability of information high and supplier competence low, the structure of the chain is 
identified as being in between market and captive. Consequently, switching costs for the suppliers 
are high and linkages between the actors are largely idiosyncratic. In previous literature, Marques 
Vieira & Maia [2009] and Fernandez-Stark & Bamber [2012], partially also Ingram [2012], reflect 
these same issues in global honey chains. 
 
For beekeepers, negative features in transactions include small volumes, high uncertainty and 
poor transmission of complex information. As a consequence, transaction costs per unit sold are 
high when prices are negotiated at each exchange simultaneously limiting access to information 
on how to add value. Conditions tend to lock in [cf. Omamo, 2003; Poulton & al., 2008]: when 
inputs are costly and few sold, economies of scale cannot be generated; when there is no access 
to credit, credit histories are not created; and when transaction costs remain high, investments 
are depressed. This identified captivity, however, is linked to higher degrees of coordination and 
power asymmetry, suggesting upgrading is more likely successful. A Significant finding, however, 
was observed in the overall input-output structure of the honey chain. Number of activities 
particularly in the upstream have radically increased in a relatively short period of time, 
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accelerating in the last five years. Increased activities have led in increased costs. The main 
action point is therefore suggested to lie in the production node since these newly occurred 
challenges may threaten the functionality of the entire chain. 
 
These mechanisms of governance replicate in both of the main transactions of the chain. The 
beekeepers commonly sell to intermediaries who focus on selling and marketing of honey and 
receive the value they are able to add as revenue. On the other hand, even though the export 
agencies in Uruguay are very concentrated, they do not have a monopoly, which obviously 
decreases their power. They cannot be seen as exploiting their position since the results indicate 
the value-addition is largely nonexistent. There is an easily observed margin between the prices 
paid and received, but the marketing costs are less visible. Intermediaries in the global honey 
chain from Uruguay still perform many activities, such as locate global buyers, store and transport 
honey, pay taxes and deal with several financing mechanisms. The risks they bear are largely 
underestimated. A journey to find produce is wasted if there is nothing to buy, or the price 
received from an importer is less than the price paid to the producer, also found by Wiggins & 
Keats [2013]. 
 
The results further indicate it still remains unclear which factors in a value chain lead in hands-off 
drivenness, except the attitude and values of the buyer. Kaplinsky [2010] found upgrading a node 
could improve the performance of the entire value chain, unless upgrading threatens the position 
of another actor. Apparently this threat is closer to reality in the conventional honey chain. 
Locating a buyer representing values that support the attributes of a commodity, directly or less 
directly observable, can therefore be recommended. Positive correlations have been found e.g. 
by von Hagen & Alvarez [2011]. Currently, however, the conventional honey chain is partially 
characterized by hands-on drivenness due to the buyers’ explicit control over suppliers, not due 
to the long-term contracts. 
 
Second, the baseline conditions of the beekeepers in Uruguay were determined by their access 
to livelihood assets. The results clearly indicate the asset core of the Uruguayan beekeepers is 
not on a sustainable basis. Access to human, social and natural assets are decreasing. Access 
to physical and financial assets are slowly increasing, but the current levels are still low. 
 
Beekeeping is characterized by its dependence on natural assets traditionally rich in Uruguay. 
This is not the case anymore. Loss of natural assets lays major constraints over the 
sustainability of the livelihood. Loss of biodiversity has decreased the yield per hive and led to 
nutrition shortages of the bees causing a need to artificially feed the bees causing further costs. 
Furthermore, the proliferation of pests in Uruguay cause mortality of the bees increasing risks and 
costs. On the other hand, the proliferation of intensive agriculture, primarily soy, further 
complicates this already complex scenario by being fatal to the bees due to the equally intensive 
use of pesticides. Ríos & al. [2010] and REDES [2012] largely raise the same issue. Soy being 




Besides agriculture, the rise of plantation forestry in Uruguay has introduced two-fold 
consequences. Plantations of Eucalyptus grandis have compensated the loss of other floral 
resources and diversified the range of Uruguayan honeys, but the beekeeping sector has 
become dependent on these flowerings. In the establishment of industrial plantations, Grandis 
is currently being replaced with other species that do not flower before being harvested. As a 
conclusion, particular attention should be paid on how to ensure the floral resources to avoid the 
complete extinction of beekeeping as a livelihood in Uruguay. Without a product to sell, there is 
nothing to derive income from. 
 
In terms of human assets, the main constraint is related to aging of the beekeepers in rural areas 
of Uruguay where the beekeepers are concentrated at. This, however, is driven by megatrends 
taking place all over the world such as urbanization. An obvious conclusion is that no new 
practitioners easily enter the sector, but it was found that finding seasonal labor had already 
become an issue. 
 
Evidently, however, there is still room to compensate beekeepers for the loss in their access 
to natural resources by improving the access to social assets, which represents another 
main outcome of this study. Currently, few cooperatives in the Uruguayan landscape are in place, 
but members were found to take advantage of them only when cooperation best suited their 
interests at a given point of time. To access the benefits of cooperation, everything should be 
done to avoid moral hazards such as opportunism. On the other hand, the current uncertainties 
involved in the income generation favor falling into these hazards. Furthermore, clear deficiencies 
were found among business managerial skills and knowledge with direct impacts on transaction 
costs. Similar findings were reported by Shackleton & al. [2007] when they compared the 
challenges producers and traders of NWFPs commonly face.  Social assets play a major role in 
taking advantage of the increasing access to physical and financial assets. 
 
A range of vulnerabilities, predominantly negative shocks and trends involved in beekeeping were 
found to be on the rise. Besides the negative trend in access to natural assets, weather extremes, 
such as heavy rainfall and long periods of drought, have become more frequent causing major 
shocks. The increased climate variability due to climate change in Uruguay directly impacts the 
access to the natural assets by limiting floral resources and favoring the proliferation of pests. 
Shocks tend to determine whether a season ends up being profitable or not. Beekeepers’ 
resilience [cf. Folke, 2006] to these shocks was found alarmingly low since weather is the one 
factor the beekeepers cannot overcome by any means. Beekeeping cannot be practiced indoors. 
The local climate is expected to shift from subtropical to tropical with an increase of 3.4°C in 
temperature by 2100, including 57% more rainfall and a greater frequency of extreme events, 
according to the projections of World Bank [2014b]. On the other hand, climate change in terms 
of beekeeping has a lot to do with the adaptation of bees and floral resources, which definitely 
should first be understood before designing any detailed mitigation strategies, also proposed by 
Reddy & al. [2012].  As a conclusion, there is more risk involved, which may behave as a deterrent 
for buying inputs: if honey is not produced due to bad weather, the additional loss of scarce cash 
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spent on inputs becomes high to bear. Smallholders seldom have insurances against these risks, 
as concluded by Wiggins & Keats [2013]. Climate variability makes it impossible to predict 
supplies with obvious implications on the predictability of prices in the global marketplace. In a 
market driven by mechanisms simple as supply and demand, the main economic vulnerability is 
related to the risk of prices collapsing suddenly. Currently, however, this is not in sight since the 
decreased supplies all over the Latin America have induced a positive trend of prices to increase. 
The increase in prices, however, cannot match the elevation in costs in Uruguay. 
 
Low resilience, ability to recover from a shock in a social-ecological system [e.g. Akamani & al., 
2015], of the beekeepers in Uruguay has recently laid additional pressure over local institutions 
and authorities to intervene. The statutory control was already found well-established, which could 
be seen as an asset in the long run by improving the sustainability and resilience of the sector, 
but also the costs due to the increased control in the short term have already become significant 
without yielding any increase in revenues. Institutions, predominantly MGAP strives to secure the 
market access to the main destinations of Uruguayan honey. Further action will be taken 
according to the national plan in terms of traceability. On the other hand, the MGAP as the 
dominant institution with statutory power over the complete agricultural sector has other interests 
as well. Beekeeping clearly was found underplayed in both policy and planning due to the general 
focus of rural development lying in livestock rearing and agriculture as dominant activities in 
Uruguay. Bradbear [2009] found this sort of approaches from the institutional side are likely to 
blur the part beekeeping occupies in social life, culture and local economy. Moreover, strict control 
over the sector may limit innovation, such as increasing coordination through collective action if 
there is no flexibility left in decision-making. This may lead to further idiosyncrasies promoting the 
already captive structures. 
 
Third, the results emphasize the interdependencies between different upgrading strategies. 
Results indicate the decreasing access to natural assets does not allow increasing the volume 
without a significant trade-off between risk and revenue. Fear of losing colonies due to pests and 
climate variability do not favor increasing the volume as an upgrading effort. Costs at their present 
levels in Uruguay were also found almost linear. Increasing volume would therefore only add 
workload and risk, not necessarily revenue. Unfortunately, most optional strategies are largely 
dependent on the volume. There is not much that could be done to improve the product or process 
in the prevailing conditions. Feasible strategies were left among adding functions and/or 
improving coordination. 
 
Adding a function by exporting directly would result in vertical integration. Vertical integration in 
terms of the beekeepers in Uruguay, however, does not appear very attractive since it would 
induce adoption of capabilities beyond the expertise of the beekeepers. The increasing access to 
financial assets resulting into a better access to physical assets favors vertical integration, but the 
present levels are still low and risks in terms of conditions of financing high. Furthermore, the 
value-addition achievable by integrating vertically was not found high. Another conclusion clearly 
is related to the priorities of upgrading in the first place. At the moment, both the production node 
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and the export node focus on their core competencies, adding functions would therefore not 
necessarily favor the functioning of the value chain, which clearly was interpretable from the 
views expressed by the buyers. There is no incentive for the actors in the prevailing conditions. 
In previous literature, Maina & al. [2010] had similar results when working with dairy cooperatives 
in Kenya: in well-functioning chains the smallholders were happy to work what they are best at to 
maximize their income. In fact, low resilience is often seen to compel smallholders towards vertical 
integration, but for the smallholders themselves this often comes with complexities beyond the 
reach of their financial and physical assets. The case of Uruguayan beekeepers is no exception. 
It may be concluded that upgrading beekeepers in Uruguay should aim at improving coordination 
not through vertical integration, but by improving contractualization. Contractualization has 
recently been praised in the development context by various scholars [e.g. Barrett & al., 2012; 
Oya, 2012; Prowse, 2012]. 
 
There is a need to improve the horizontal contractualization among the beekeepers in Uruguay. 
Horizontal contractualization is closely interlinked to the social assets and collective action is the 
key concept. Results indicate a constraint to lie in the high costs of inputs and low access to 
finance, which obviously converts arrangements minimizing costs and maximizing access to 
finance to become the most valuable options. Horizontal contractualization as a strategy could 
entail the best livelihood outcomes with the best possible balance of trade-off between revenues 
and risks. Forming larger cooperatives could attain the beekeepers a greater bargaining power 
and make their voice better heard within policy-making. Experiences of intensive collective action, 
however, tend to be mixed. Shiferaw & al. [2011] confirms costs of cooperation rise when 
membership and aims are diverse. Success is found when collective action can be managed 
autonomously with minimal government interference. Chirwa & al. [2005] emphasize caution. 
First, learning to be effective is important. Second, work must be efficient and profitable. Third, 
learning to exploit economies of scale is just as important. Burdening cooperatives with new 
functions is not an optimal setting. Indeed, the overall impression of the researcher support the 
finding each effort should start from local structures rather than from newly introduced models. 
 
After all, the implementation of any upgrading strategy should start somewhere. Some agency 
could act as a champion and initiate in brokering new arrangements, overseeing changes and 
resolving problems [cf. Campbell, 2010]. The private corporations with their company-led 
approaches in Uruguay could pursue this role. In terms of business and/or social value, there 
could be a reward to capture. An issue of high importance is enabling, then withdrawing. Creating 
a dependency should be avoided at all cost. The role of a champion would be to act as a catalyst 
with a clear exit strategy. 
 
Horizontal contractualization would be required to proceed towards vertical contractualization. 
Affiliation in voluntary certification schemes could then become an option. Within the identified 
global honey chain originating from Uruguay, however, there is currently no point for the buyers 
to set up contracts in large scale since business can be done without them. Also the vulnerabilities 
in production clearly prevent both buyers and beekeepers of seizing long-term contracts. As the 
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results of this study show, vertical contractualization once again involves a high risk for both 
parties. There is currently no opportunity neither party could not seize without the participation of 
the other. In addition, vertical contractualization could be more successful in value chains of other 
commodities with more stable prices and supplies. 
 
Fourth, based on analysis of this study, honey is a rather difficult commodity to match with the 
selected voluntary certification schemes, FTI and EUOF, or organic beekeeping in general. FTI 
was found to establish an alternative value chain constructed around an interlocking contract 
directly linking a cooperative in the upstream and a buyer in the downstream through vertical 
integration. In this sense, FTI involves the same drawbacks as vertical integration in the prevailing 
conditions. From the review of impacts of affiliation, it could be drawn FTI as an interlocking 
contract to result in an improved control over information and capabilities, but not likely over 
production processes in the global honey chain. In fact, if control over production processes could 
be improved, voluntary certification schemes would become more attractive. Compliance with the 
standards of FTI would not likely become an issue. Organic beekeeping, however, is even more 
dependent on the production processes that the beekeepers in Uruguay cannot control. In terms 
of EUOF, this inability converts it largely impossible to comply with the standards. 
 
As voluntary certification schemes, FTI focusing on social and EUOF on environmental 
imperatives, it should be kept in mind the common awareness over these issues is greater than 
ever. In fact, through mechanisms such as media, these initiatives of the civil society have been 
able to exert influence over global value chains, also the very conventional ones such as the 
global honey chain. It was found these two voluntary certification schemes have started to 
lose their original niche dimension. Large buyers already tend to apply their own standards 
according to their values, which at least partially mimic standards of FTI and EUOF. On the other 
hand, both of these schemes were found to have a constant, but largely saturated demand, 
leading to suggestions the number of beekeepers who ever could take advantage is limited. 
Affiliation simply cannot provide any obvious net benefits. Taking advantage of reduced market-
related vulnerability provided by the voluntary certification schemes would be largely dependent 
on the degree of horizontal contractualization among the beekeepers. 
 
This thesis argues affiliation in these voluntary certification schemes forming twin-driven value 
chains [cf. Islam, 2008] will not save beekeeping in Uruguay. The voluntary certification schemes 
tend to favor those cooperatives that already have access to better resources. These beekeepers 
would probably be doing well whether or not the scheme was in place, also suggested by Barrett 
& al. [2012] and Prowse [2012]. Morse & McNamara [2013] argue affiliation in voluntary 
certification schemes could possibly boost the income of some people, but potentially at the 




As a final conclusion, this thesis argues that establishing a resilient livelihood [cf. Folke, 2006] 
is the one key factor providing the beekeepers an access to a range of options. Whichever 
upgrading strategy would be chosen based on the local structures, careful planning is needed. 
Plans, however, have to be flexible. Building capacity consumes time, as does overcoming 
unforeseen obstacles. Different strategies are connected to different rewards and involve different 
levels of risk. Strategies differentiate in their focus whereas some improve economic welfare and 
the others patronize societal or environmental benefits. Eventually, most strategies are likely to 
fail, as concluded by Liedholm [2007]. 
 
Indeed, the changing paradigms of global economy including the presence of new social norms 
do impact also the global honey chain. The established Prebisch-Singer dilemma from the 1950s 
seems to fit most accurately the paradigm of beekeeping as a livelihood in Uruguay, while the 
mechanisms of globalization in terms of loss of biodiversity constitute an overwhelming natural 
constraint. In sum, beekeeping as a mainstream livelihood in Uruguay is far from being on a 
sustainable basis. An overwhelming economic constraint lies in mix between decreasing 
production of honey and rising costs elevating faster than the prices paid for honey increase. For 
the vast majority of practitioners, beekeeping in Uruguay is not profitable anymore. Practicing 
this traditional livelihood is predominantly based on love and tradition. The most attractive 
approach to empower Uruguayan beekeepers through immanent development should initiate with 
horizontal contractualization. On the other hand, intentional development, referring to the 
intervention of an external agent, could help the sector by aiming to restore biodiversity in 
Uruguay. In fact, this study argues the sector in Uruguay will face extinction unless strong action 
is taken on the institutional side. 
 
As a final thought, one should understood that the lives of the Uruguayan beekeepers are 
shaped also by elements beyond this study. There are also other, possibly very valuable products 
derivable from beekeeping still largely left out of the scope of this study. Also gender issues were 
still completely disregarded in this research [see e.g. the prospective study of Ingram & al., 2014]. 
Future research could take place in these fields, but there is also a need for more systematical 
and sophisticated cost-benefit analyses to support further decision-making on the level of the 
beekeepers, as well as on the level of policy-makers. Therefore, this thesis calls for continuous 
development and monitoring of the livelihood outcomes since these initial diagnoses may not be 
correct. From an alternative perspective, it would also be interesting to develop systems to enable 
payments for ecosystem services provided by the bees with direct implications on the logic behind 
beekeeping as a livelihood [cf. TEEB, 2012]. Beyond the livelihoods of Uruguayan beekeepers, it 
should be kept in mind all pollinators are major components of the natural reproduction of our 
ecosystems and biodiversity, also in direct confluence with issues such as carbon emissions and 
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Annex 1: Roles and processes in audition of voluntary certification schemes  




Annex 2: Principles of FTI standards for beekeeping 
Source: FTI, 2014a 
 
 Must be a democratically organized cooperative with at least 50% of members 
working without hiring workers all year round. Annual GA is the highest decision-
making body, in which each member has a vote. Discrimination of members or 
member candidates is prohibited. 
 
 The GA must approve annual reports, budgets, and accounts. A board must be 
elected, and at least one person nominated as responsible for administration and 
book keeping. Records on members and minutes of the GA must be kept, audits 
accepted and information provided. 
 
 Members must avoid negative environmental impacts. GM organisms are banned, 
chemicals restricted, and sustainability encouraged. Training on treatment of pests 
and diseases must be provided. 
 
 OHS and ILO standards regarding working conditions of members and workers must 
be ensured. Discrimination, physical disciplinary actions, forced labor, and child labor 
are prohibited. Worker unions must be allowed. Local minimum wage or the industry 
average must be paid. First aid boxes and people trained in first aid must be in place 
when working. 
 
 Honey must comply with the EU and Swiss quality standards. Quality is either A or B, 
based on H2O and HMF content. Quality must be controlled by an independent 
agent. Secondary beekeeping products can be sold as FTI when a premium of 15% 
is included. No minimum price however is applied. 
 
 Products must be sourced from members, and all transactions until the first buyer 
recorded. Minimum prices and purchase contracts must be signed by both parties. 
Purchase contract must indicate the volume, quality, price, payment terms, required 
documents and delivery conditions. Form of payment must be mutually agreed. 
Buyer must provide sourcing plans to cover each harvest, and at least the minimum 
price plus the premium must be paid directly to the cooperative no later than 30 days 
after receiving the receipt of transferred ownership. Each operator within the supply 
chain is a subject of audit and certification. 
 
 On request, the buyer must offer pre-finance up to 60% of the value of the contract at 
least six weeks prior to shipment, unless there is a high risk of non-repayment or 
non-delivery. Interest may be charged, but it must not exceed buyer’s cost of 
borrowing. All terms must be mutually agreed. 
 
 Members must be informed on environmental and labor standards. A Fairtrade 
Development Plan including the intended use of the paid premiums must be in place 






Annex 3: FTI pricing system for honey 




Annex 4: Principles of EUOF standards for organic beekeeping 
Source: EUR-Lex, 2014 
 
 Only organic crops, spontaneous vegetation and non-organically managed forests 
treated with low environmental impact methods within 3 km radius are allowed. 
Placing apiaries close to sources of contamination is prohibited. Maps and evidence 
must be provided. Apiary site shall be registered and the control body shall be 
informed of all movements. 
 
 Only natural materials may be used in hives. Wax must originate from organic 
beekeeping. Only rodenticides and appropriate materials are allowed to protect the 
frames, hives and combs. 
 
 Destruction of bees or the male brood is prohibited, unless intended to isolate Varroa 
destructor. Only formic acid, lactic acid, acetic acid, oxalic acid, menthol, thymol, 
eucalyptol or camphor may be used against Varroa destructor. Only steam and direct 
flame are permitted to be used in harvest and in treatment of disinfections. Cutting of 
queen bees’ wings is prohibited. 
 
 Feeding bees is allowed only under heavy climatic conditions and the food must be 
organic. If bees are fed, type of product, dates, quantities, and hives where used 
shall be registered. If antibiotics are used to cure illnesses, type of product, 
diagnosis, posology, administration method, treatment duration and legal withdrawal 
period shall be registered. 
 
 Adequate extraction, processing and storage of beekeeping products shall be 
ensured. Harvests shall be registered. Honey may be sold as organic after one year 
of compliance with the standards. Organic honey products must be labelled 
according the standards. 
 
 
Annex 5: Principles of EU standards for composition of honey 
Source: EUR-Lex, 2014; Chatain, 2014; Villanueva-Gutiérrez & al., 2014 
 
 Honey is produced only by Apis mellifera. 
 
 Residue limits of veterinary medicines, contamination and pesticides cannot be 
exceeded. Only therapeutic and organic methods are generally allowed to prevent or 
cure bee diseases. 
 
 Must be free from foreign tastes, odors and fermentation, unless intended for 
industrial use. 
 
 Acidity and enzymes must not have been changed, destroyed or inactivated 
artificially. 
 
 Water content maximum 20%, HMF content maximum 40 mg/kg, diastase value 
minimum 8 DN. Some exceptions are allowed for certain types of honey. 
 
 If the GM content in pollen exceeds 0.9%, honey must be labelled accordingly, 
unless the botanical origin is not approved for human consumption. Directive 
2014/63/EU modified the legislation to consider pollen as a constituent, not as an 





Annex 6: Questionnaire for European importers 
 
1. Does your company import honey from Latin America? 
 - The basic procedures of importation 
 
2. What requirements are applied to the imports? 
 - EU, quality, social [FTI], environmental [EUOF] 
 
3. What is you motivation to import honey under voluntary certification schemes? 
 - Motivation 
 
4. How reliable you [or your customers] perceive the voluntary certification schemes? 
 - Credibility, confidence, awareness 
 
5. How do you perceive the differences between the voluntary certification schemes in the 
European markets? 
 - Differentiation strength 
 
6. Are you willing to continue with your current schemes and standards? 
 - Switching likelihood 
 
7. How the exporters in Latin America could improve to match better your needs and 
requirements? 
 
Annex 7: Questionnaire for Uruguayan institutions 
 
1. What are the basic activities within the value chain of Uruguayan honey? 
 - From production to exportation 
 
2. What is the role of your institution in the sector? 
 - Objectives, activities, support institutions 
 - Effects of the activities 
 
3. Where Uruguayan honey is currently exported? Why there? 
- Trade based on international prices, buyer relations, negotiations, quality, 
quantity 
 
4. What requirements are applied to Uruguayan beekeepers? 
 - Quality, quantity, production practices 
 
5. How have the recent years of the sector? 
 - Shocks or trends 
 
6. How do you perceive the current state of the sector? 
 - Strengths and weaknesses 
 
7. How do you perceive the future of the sector? 
 - Opportunities and threats 




Annex 8: Questionnaire for Uruguayan export agencies 
 
1. What are the basic activities within the value chain of Uruguayan honey? 
 - From production to exportation 
 
2. Where Uruguayan honey is currently exported? Why there? 
- Trade based on international prices, buyer relations, negotiations, quality, 
quantity 
 
3. What is the role of an exporter within the value chain of Uruguayan honey? 
 - Activities 
 - Value-addition 
 
4. What requirements are applied to Uruguayan beekeepers? 
 - Quality, quantity, production practices 
 - Is any kind of support received downstream the chain or provided upstream 
 
5. How have the recent years of the sector? 
 - Shocks or trends 
 
6. How do you perceive the current state of the sector? 
 - Strengths and weaknesses 
 
7. How do you perceive the future of the sector? 
 - Opportunities and threats 
 - Voluntary certification schemes 
 
Annex 9: Questionnaire for Uruguayan beekeepers 
 
A. IDENTIFICATION 
1. Who are you? 
 - Cooperative spokesman or individual practitioner 
 
B. STRUCTURE OF THE ORGANIZATION 
2. How is the cooperative like? 
 - Number of members, when established, where located 
 
3. How the tasks and responsibilities are organized? 
 - General assembly, directive council, fiscal commission, additional commissions 
 - Any hired administration or compensations for members 
 - Any hired workforce [permanent or temporary], their availability 
 - Problems 
 
4. Why beekeeping is practiced as a livelihood in the first place? 
- Primary income [other economic activities], secondary income, pollination 
services, tradition 





5. How much honey is produced and how is the honey like? 
 - Number of hives, average yield per hive, types of honey produced 
 - Secondary products and their contribution to annual income 
 
6. How and why do the quantities produced vary between years? 
- Weather, bee health, number of flowering plants  
 
7. Have any problems occurred with the quality of honey? 
 - H2O, HMF, fermentation, residues of GMOs, antibiotics, pesticides, physical 
  
8. How the pests and diseases on bees are generally treated? 
 - Pesticides and medicines used 
 
9. Where your honey is extracted? 
 - Rented or owned facilities, shape of machinery 
- Problems 
 
D. BEEKEEPING AND HARVESTING 
10. How are the surroundings of the apiaries like? 
- Vegetation; 3 km: agriculture, afforestation, wild areas, GMOs, organic 
cultivations, water 
 - Infrastructure; 5 km: industry, airports, highways 
 - Changes in biodiversity [plantations, climate change], good or bad changes 
- Awareness on pesticides used and GMOs near apiaries 
 
11. Who owns the lands and is there enough of lands available for beekeeping? 
 - Own lands, private companies, neighbors, state 
 
12. How and how often the harvests are organized? 
 - Problems 
 
13. How the frame extraction at the apiary site is performed? 
- Smoke, fire, chemicals, destruction of the bees 
 
14. Are the bees fed with any additional sugar or honey during the year? 
 
E. COMMERCIALIZATION 
15. Who is the first buyer of your honey? 
 - Domestic exporter, foreign importer, domestic wholesaler, grocery store, 
consumer 
 - Changes in balance between export and domestic market 
 
16. What have been the main problems in the commercialization? 
 - Risk honey cannot be sold, lack of information on markets and requirements 
 
17. On what the price depends on? 
- Demand and supply, international prices, negotiations with the buyer, quality, 
quantity 
 
18. How volatile are the demand and prices? 
- Shocks or trends 
- Perceived complexity and risks involved 
 
19. What are the main costs incurred from beekeeping? 
- Inputs [lands, materials, equipment, machinery, energy, drums for exportation 
 - Quality controls, veterinary tests 
 - Administration 
 - Perceived profitability of beekeeping 
 




F. SOCIAL ISSUES 
21. How is the nature of a beekeeper? 
 - Small producers, live on farms or in cities, health, average age 
 
22. How is the spirit of the cooperative? 
 - Conflicts due to sales, income distribution, responsibilities 
 - Training or other gatherings among members 
 
23. Where do you receive information necessary to practice beekeeping as a livelihood? 
 - Cooperative, Internet, institutions, newspapers 
 - Availability of relevant information 
- Information most needed [production, marketing, prices, financing or market 
requirements] 
 
G. FINANCIAL ISSUES 
24. How the financing of the cooperative is organized? 
- Debt, loans, savings, funds, capital from members 
 - Availability of financing options 
 - Problems 
 
25. How the income distribution is organized? 
 - When income is needed the most 
 
H. DEVELOPMENT ISSUES 
26. What would you like to develop in your organization? 
 
27. Have you made or considered any investments in beekeeping? What kinds? 
 - Certification, more hives, machinery, equipment, training, market research  
 - Awareness on FLO and Organic Schemes 
 - Abandonment of beekeeping as a livelihood 
 - Willingness to develop 
 
28. Do you receive any support from public or private programs? 
 - Public [MGAP, CHDA, SAU, ADEXMI] or private [buyers, banks] 
 - Role and importance of the institutions 
 
29. How do you perceive the cooperation with Montes del Plata? Any expectations? 





Stat. an. 1: Prices of honey exported into 
the EU from selected countries, 2005-2013 




Stat. an. 2: Uruguayan production, exports 
and average export price of honey, 2000-
2013 




Stat. an. 3: Uruguayan exports of honey 
into the EU and the US, 2000-2013 
Source: Comtrade, 2014 
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Stat. an. 4: Hives, beekeepers and average 
yield of honey in Uruguay, 2000-2013 
Source: Faostat, 2014; MGAP, 2014 
 
 
Stat. an. 5: Common gasoline price and 
cumulative inflation in Uruguay, 2000-2013 
Source: ANCAP, 2014; World Bank, 2014a 
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Uruguay and global soybean prices, 2000-
2013 
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Stat. an. 7: Proliferation of Eucalyptus spp. 
in selected departments in Uruguay, 2007; 
2012 
Source: DGF, 2014 
Unit: 10 000 ha 
 
 
Stat. an. 8: Rainfall and temperature 
patterns in Uruguay, 1930-1960; 1960-
1990; 1990-2009 
Source: Climate Data API, 2014 
 
Stat. an. 9: Retail sales and cooperative 
supplies of FTI honey, 2003-2013 
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